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Author’s Note 


This collection deals exclusively with the spiritual teachings contained in the 
Hadtilu It presupposes a sufficient knowledge of the life of the Prophet jgF, (strah 
nabawiyyd)' and a certain familiarity with different aspects of his Sunna? 

There exists a distinction between the moral teachings consisting of a 
set of injunctions aimed at the realization of good conduct in diverse situ¬ 
ations, and spiritual teachings seeking inner perfection through knowledge 
and spiritual wayfaring. Only the spiritual teachings of the Prophet will 
be dealt with here. 1 2 3 


1. Besides the celebrated and voluminous work al-Slrah al-Nabawiyya by Ibn 
Hisham (d. 218/833), there are shorter and more recent biographies like Safy al- 
Rahman al-Mubarakafuri's al-Raluq al-Makhtum (“The Sealed Nectar”, in numer¬ 
ous editions). The best biography in English remains Martin Lings’ Muhammad , 
His Life Based on the Earliest Sources , in several editions. 

2. Al-Nawawl’s (d. 676/1277) collection of hadith Riyad al-SalihTn (“Gardens of 
the Righteous”) addresses in a rather complete fashion the rituals and ethics, while 
remaining accessible. 

3. The contemporary scholar Muhammad al-Ghazzali (d. 1417/1996) has devot¬ 
ed a special collection to the moral teachings of the Prophet, entitled Khuluq al- 
Muslim (Damascus: Daral-Qalam, 1416/1996). This work has been translated into 
French as L'Ethique du Musulman (Paris: A1 Qalam, 2000). 
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Editor’s Note 


It has been an honor to edit this work. Attempting to capture the essence 
and spirit of these blessed Prophetic sayings specific to spiritual growth and 
wayfaring through translation between three languages has been a formi¬ 
dable task for all those who have been involved in producing the English 
version of this precious volume. To this end, several critical editorial deci¬ 
sions have had to be made. It was decided to use, throughout the book, the 
Arabic term hadith, which is the singular form of the noun meaning “Pro¬ 
phetic saying’’ rather than interchange it with its plural form ahadJth, which 
could cause confusion for readers not familiar with Arabic and detract from 
the content of the Prophetic sayings and commentaries. 

“Man” or “men” is used in its original theological meaning, i. e. “a be¬ 
ing composed of a body and a soul or spirit" 1 and includes both genders, 
the general meaning being “humankind.” Arabic has specific terms which 
refer to human beings as such (inscin is one example) and do not distinguish 
between genders. 

Wc are indebted to the translator, Edin Lohja, for his ardor and stamina 
in integrating editing suggestions, following the long process of translation. 
We are also very grateful to Elena Lloyd-Sidle and Omar Ahmadouchi for 
their valuable contributions and insights during the editing process. On 
behalf of the entire team that produced this English version, special thanks 
are due to Dr. Kenneth Honerkamp of the Department of Religion at the 
University of Georgia at Athens for combing through the text during the 
final days before going to press. 


1. The American Heritage Dictionary, p. 761, Houghton Mifflin Company, Boston 
1985 
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Introduction 


There are several terms in Arabic referring to the teachings of the Prophet 
cS. The term hadith (utterance, narrative) refers to a tradition going back to 
the Prophet j-3. and reporting his actions (fi’l), his words ( qawl ), his explicit 
or implicit approvals ( taqrir ), or his traits (sifat, shama'il ). The word khabar 
(lit. information, news) sometimes refers to a tradition of the Prophet j|S, and 
at other times to a tradition of the Companions ( sahaba ) or the Followers 
( tabi'un ), depending on the authors. As for the term athar (lit. trace, vestige), 
it usually refers to a tradition of the Companions or the Followers. 

The Haclith literature therefore seeks to record what has appropriately 
been called the sunna of the Prophet t5„ or the wont of the Prophet 
However, during the first three Islamic centuries, the terms hadith and 
sunna retained specific connotations: “The former is the initially orally 
transmitted and later written registration of, among other things, the re¬ 
vered practice of the pious forebears, with at their head the Prophet and 
the earliest Muslims, while the latter is an abstraction which encompasses 
the revered practice of anyone of the past, although despised or indifferent 
practices are also occasionally referred to with the term.” 1 It would seem 
that the Umayyad caliph ‘Umar ibn ‘Abd al-‘Az!z was the first to isolate 
the sunna of the Prophet from other sunnas. 2 

It is known that, in the early period, the Prophet ^ had forbidden his Com¬ 
panions from gathering the Hadith in writing, in order to give priority to 
the Qur’an and avoid any interference with the Revealed Book: “Do not 
transcribe anything from me except the Qur’an. May whoever transcribes 
anything from me perish!” 3 

In order to have an idea of what the conditions of the transmission of 
oral teachings from the Prophet ^5 may have been, it might be useful to 
recall the point made by M. Hamidullah regarding this issue: “It goes with¬ 
out saying that it is humanly impossible to record everything that someone 
says, does, and approves. At the beginning of Islam, for several years, there 
were only a handful of Muslims who were persecuted to the point of be¬ 
ing prevented from freely meeting the Prophet Furthermore, most of 
them were illiterate.” 4 5 These factors explain why we possess so few written 


1. G. H. Juynboll, E, I. (2), art. Sunna. 

2. Ibid. 

3. Related by Abu Sa‘id al-Khudri, as quoted by Ahmad ibn Hanbal. 

4. El-Bokhari, Les traditions islamiques , Association culturelle islamique, s6rie n° 

5. p. V, Paris, 1981. 
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documents going back to the Meccan period: “There are written narrations 
concerning the Prophet from the Meccan period, but no systematic col¬ 
lection of hadith took place then. The religious persecution by the pagan 
Meccans may be partially responsible for this.” 5 

The Medinite period, which saw the birth and organization of the first 
“City-State 71 of Islam, was favorable to the development of writing. “Dur¬ 
ing the Medinite period of the life of the Prophet the task of transcribing 
letters and of carrying out official correspondence grew continually, due 
to the exigencies of the administration of State and other political needs. 

[ • - • 1 One should not be surprised that, later on, the number of secretar¬ 
ies increased greatly and that a regular body of secretariat was given the 
task to devote itself exclusively to the official correspondence of the Holy 
Prophet ^” 6 These elements led M. Hamidullah to the following conclu¬ 
sion: “ ... to skeptically declare that nothing was put to writing during 
the life of the Holy Prophet would mean to rely as proof on a suspicion 
pushed to the extreme, to the point of absurdity.” 7 

The Hadith were gathered and transmitted in an oral tradition, until 
the Prophet eJ, considering that the Qur’an was sufficiently known and 
widespread, authorized ‘Abd Allah ibn ‘Amr al-‘As, amongst other Com¬ 
panions, to put them into writing. The latter relates the following anecdote: 
“The Prophet eJ gave me permission to note anything I wished from his 
words, which surprised me, and we had the following dialogue: 

May I write everything that I hear you say? 

Indeed, yes! 

Whether you are content or angry? 

Certainly, for I say nothing but the truth, whatever my disposition [might 
be]!” 8 

This authorization of the Prophet gs enabled ‘Abd Allah ibn‘Amr to be 
considered the most knowledgable companion on the Prophetic traditions. 
From the notes he accumulated, he composed a book which he named 
Sahifa Sadiqa . According to some witnesses this work brought together a 
thousand hadith . 9 The collection of Hadith began during the first century of 

5. Ibid . 

6. Sahifa , § 25. 

7. Ibid., § 28. 

8. Muhammad Hamidullah, "La Redaction du Hadith aux Premiers Temps de 
ITslam”, Le Musulman , n° 17, (1991), p. 14. 

9. Ibid . Hence, Hamidullah deems that one can still have an idea about the con¬ 
tents of this work: “We must be grateful to Ibn Hanbal for having seemingly in¬ 
corporated the totality of this work of ‘Abdullah ibn *Amr into his invaluable and 
voluminous Musnad , under the chapter “‘Abdullah ibn ‘Amr ibn al-‘As,” which 
compensates for the loss of the original to a certain degree. As we shall later see, 
he did the same for the Sahifah of Hammam.” Sahifah § 51. 
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Introduction 


the Hijra.' 0 As an example, let us mention Anas ibn Malik (d. 93/711), an¬ 
other Companion who was part of the Prophet’s close circle of Companions 
in Medina and who recorded numerous hadith in writing, despite his young 

age. This young boy, who knew how to read and write, was assigned by 
his parents to serve the Prophet a duty which he fulfilled day and night 
for ten years. * 11 Anas lived for many years after the Prophet’s death, and 
one of his disciples, Sa‘Id ibn Hilal, witnessed the teachings transmitted by 
him: “After we became numerous—an alternate reading: after we greatly 
insisted—Anas brought out notebooks (jnajall) for us from a safe which he 
possessed, and he said, ‘This is what I have heard from the Prophet je5; I 
wrote it all down and then showed it to him.’” 12 

The specialist historian of hadith James Robson, while confessing to 
not understanding why certain hadith mention a prohibition against record¬ 
ing the teachings of the Prophet j§5, nonetheless recognizes the existence of 
small collections of hadith from the earliest days of Islam: 

Whatever may be the justification for the opinion according to which 
recording hadith was prohibited, even early on there were persons who 
took notes for their personal use, and these notes constituted the basis 
for the more extensive books which saw the light of day. Amongst these 
men, one can mention ‘Urwa ibn al-Zubayr (d. 94/712 or 99/717) from 
Medina, who reportedly transmitted numerous traditions from his aunt 
‘A’isha, and Muhammad ibn Muslim ibn Shihab al-Zuhri (d. 124/741) 
who settled in Syria and was one of the most largely quoted authorities. 
Mention is also made of sahifas (scrolls) on which certain Companions 
of the Prophet would write down traditions. 13 

This is how written collections of Hadith appeared during the lifetime of 
the Prophet j!jg. Nonetheless, this was not done without hesitation, and it is 
well known that the first caliphs were particularly cautious in this domain. 
Thus, Ibn Shihab al-Zuhri 14 relates from ‘Urwa ibn al-Zubayr that ‘Umar 
ibn al-Khattab had thought of putting the Hadith to writing. For this, he 
consulted a number of Companions, most of whom shared his view. But 
‘Umar was overtaken by his conscience and suspended his decision for 

10. Contrary to what has been claimed by I. Goldziher. His important work. Mu- 
hammedanische Studien, which appeared in 1890, remained for a long time the 
principal reference for the subject of Hadith studies in Western languages. This 
work has been translated into French by Ldon Bercher: Etudes sur la tradition is- 
lamique, Paris 1952. On Goldziher’s concepts and their refutal, see M. M. Azami’s 
Studies in Early Hadith Literature, American Trust Publications, 1992, pp. 8-27. 

11. Ci. hadith 168. 

12. “La rddaction du Hadith aux premiers temps de I’lslam” cited on p. 15. 

13. E.I. (2): art. HADllH. 

14. On this important figure and his role in Hadith transmission, see Early Hadith, 

pp. 88-93, and especially pp. 278-92. 
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a month. At the end of this period, he gathered the Companions and told 
them: “1 have spoken to you about putting the traditions to writing, but I 
remembered what the People of the Book (ah I al-kitdb) did before you. 
Having written down matters other than the Sacred Book, they started to 
occupy themselves with them and neglected the Book that God had sent to 
them. That is why I shall not mix anything with the Qur’an.” 15 Similarly, 
it is related that Abu Bakr, the first Caliph, had undertaken the writing of a 
collection of hadith by bringing together what he knew himself and what 
had been related to him by other Companions. According to Hamidullah, 
“It was perhaps on the request of his learned and eminent daughter ‘A’isha, 
widow of the Prophet (who knew how to read but could not write, and 
whose thirst for various sciences, jurisprudence, medicine, history, arith¬ 
metic, poetry, etc., was insatiable), that Abu Bakr handed his notebook to 
her, only to take it back the next day, saying: 'I could not sleep because of 
my conscience, as there are narrations which I kept from my friends; maybe 
the words therein are not those used by the Prophet >§?,. Then, he immedi¬ 
ately destroyed this work.’” 16 

One can easily understand the caution the Companions showed when 
one considers how immense the Hadith literature had grown. Indeed, 
Hamidullah estimates that “the ‘scholars’ of the earliest days, the Compan¬ 
ions of the Prophet are reckoned in the hundreds of thousands; and, ac¬ 
cording to a classical expert, more than one hundred thousand of them have 
left us at least one hadith about their master, Muhammad.” 17 In another 
study, 18 Hamidullah specifies that indeed, at the end of the Meccan period, 
there were more or less five hundred converts, and that it is admitted that 
140,000 pilgrims witnessed the farewell sermon (khutbat al-wada') deliv¬ 
ered by the Prophet pS, three months before his death. This explains why 
there were so many Companions who related one or more hadith. 

Concerning the written records of the Hadith, modem scholars have 
been able to establish that about fifty Companions had composed small 
collections. 19 Apart from those already mentioned, the main ones amongst 
them are: 

Sa‘d ibn ‘Ubada (d. 15/636) 

‘Abd Allah ibn Mas‘ud (d. 32/652) 

‘All ibn Abl Talib (d. 40/661) 

Mughlra ibn Shu‘ba (d. 50/670) 

15. Malake Abiad, “Regies et methods de transmission du Hadith”, Le Musulman , 
n° 1, January-March 1991, p. 21. 

16. El-Bokhari, Les Traditions islamiques, op. cit., p. viii. 

17. “La redaction du Hadith aux premiers temps de 1’Islam”, p. 13. 

18. El-Bokhari, Les Traditions islamiques, p. v. 

19. On this subject, readers will benefit from M. M. Azami’s work Studies in Early 
Hadith Literature, pp. 34-60. 
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Samura ibn Jundub (d. 59/678) 

Jabir ibn ‘Abd Allah (d. 78/697) 

‘Abd Allah ibn AbT Awfc (d. 86/705) 

Let us add to this list Abu Hurayra (d. 58/677), who related several thou¬ 
sand haditli 70 without writing them down himself, and who had a disciple 
called Hammam ibn Munabbih (d. 101/719), who wrote a sahifa 7 ' (scroll) 
containing 138 haditli. 22 

In addition, about fifty Companions are known to have outlived the 
Prophet 05 by 50 or more years. Amongst them we could mention: 

Abu al-Tufayl (d. 110/728) 

Hirmas ibn Ziyad (d. 102/720) 

Mahmud ibn al-Rabl' (d. 99/717) 

Wathila ibn al-Asqa‘ (d. 83/702) 

The latter, even though he did not put the haditli to writing himself, held 
circles of learning in Damascus, where he related Prophetic traditions, 
which people would write down as he dictated. Also, there were numer¬ 
ous Companions who migrated to different regions of the caliphate: Egypt, 
Syria, Mesopotamia, and so on. 

Very early on, probably from the first century, fabricated traditions ap¬ 
peared and were forged for different motives. Although there were some¬ 
times pious exaggerations seeking to uplift the believers, there were also 
interest-driven falsehoods during times of dogmatic or political quarrels. 
All of this contributed to sensing the need to control and verify the reports 
and narrations going back to the Prophet This is how many disciplines, 
brought together under the title ‘ulCim al-hadith, the Haditli sciences, were 
born. Amongst these disciplines, asma’ al-rijal was devoted to the knowl¬ 
edge of the transmitters of hadith: comprised of some 100,000 brief bi¬ 
ographies. A set of criteria was established to determine if a transmitter 
was trustworthy or not. These criteria can be summed up as righteousness 
(‘ adala ) and reliability ( dabt ). Righteousness includes the following as¬ 
pects: being Muslim, having reached puberty, having discernment, and 
being exempt from any depravity. As for reliability, it excludes deficient 
memory, gross mistakes, and distraction. All these criteria gave rise to the 
discipline which received the name jarh wa ta'dil. The first works in this 
domain were al-Tarikh al-kabir by al-Bukhari (d. 256/870), al-Jarh wa 

20. The largest number of haditli , almost 3500, were reported by this Companion. 

21. According to M. M. Azami, this term is synonymous with nuskha (lit. copy) 
and he quotes al-Dhahabi who uses the term for the sahifa of Hammam. 

22. This collection was found and published by Muhammad Hamidullah under 
the title “Aqdam ta’tif fi-l-Hadlth al-nabawl, SahTfat Hammam ibn Munabbih 
wa makanatuha ft ta’rikh ‘ilm al-Hadith,” Majallat al-Majrna' al-'ilmi al-'arabi 
(R.A.A.D.), 28, (1953). We shall return again to this important collection. 
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al-ta‘dil by lbn Ab! Hatim (d. 327/938) and Ibn Hibban’s (d. 354/965) al- 
Thiqdt. 

The non-Arabs, who became integrated as “clients” (jnawalt) into the 
Caliphate, very often played a relatively important role in the transmission 
of Hadith: “In its entirety, the Hadith literature owes a lot to the mawali, the 
foreign ‘clients’ of the Arab families or tribes, who occupied an important 
place in the drawing up and development of transmission.” 23 

The effort of putting the Hadith into writing brought about a relatively 
strong circulation of “collected scrolls” of hadith in the second century of 
the Hijra. Thus, A. L. de Pr6mare speaks of “. .. a veritable circulation of 
writings from all genres in the Arabia of the seventh and eighth centuries, 
and a relatively common usage of writing in general.” 24 

Amongst the mawali , we must mention the eminent role of Nafi' (d. 

117/735 or 120/738), an emancipated slave of ‘Abd Allah ibn ‘Umar (d. 
74/693). Under the dictation of the latter, this very learned man wrote down 
the Hadith. He spent thirty years under the supervision of Ibn ‘Umar, to 
whom the following saying is attributed: “The presence of Nafi* amongst 
us is truly a great blessing from God.” 25 It is related that Nafi* dictated 
hadith to his students and that he asked them to bring their notes to him for 
verification of their contents. 26 

Another Follower who would play a firsthand role in the history of 
the written transmission of the Hadith was Hammam ibn Munabbih (d. 
101/719), the author of the famous sahifa bearing his name. This student of 
Abu Hurayra—who likewise hailed from Yemen—recorded 138 hadith in 
a collection which has fortunately reached us. The discovered manuscript 
of the Sahifa can be verified by comparing it with the text which is included 
in the Musnad of Ahmad ibn Hanbal. Here are the conclusions reached by 
M. Hamidullah after studying the contents of this Sahifa: “After meticu¬ 
lously comparing and collating it, one obtains the proof that the later com¬ 
pilers, Ibn Hanbal, al-al-Bukhari, Muslim, etc.... did not change a word, 
not even an iota, and they did not touch the general sense of the tradition of 
the Prophet piii. Every hadith of the Sahifat Hammam is not only found ver¬ 
batim in the six canonical books of hadith ( al-Sihah al-sittah) where they 

23. A. L. de PrSmare, “Comme il est 6crit” - l’histoire d’un texte, Studia Islamica, 
n° 70 (1989), p. 42. 

24. Ibid., p. 47. 

25. Ibn Hajar, Tahdhiib al-tahdhib , c.f. M. Hamidullah, Sahifa , § 70. 

26. Early Hadith, p. 96. In this work, M. M. Azami has published the manuscript of 
a collection of Nafi* containing 127 hadith. This manuscript is from the Zahiriyya 
of Damascus: MajnuV 105, folio 135-149. On Nafi 1 , see also E. I. (2) art. NAFI‘, 
where G.H.A. Juynboll goes so far as to question the historical existence of this 
mawla. Harald Motzki refuted this thesis of Juynboll at length: “Quo vadis Hadit- 
Forschung?”, Der Islam, 1996, vol. 73, no. 1, pp. 40-80; no. 2, pp. 193-231. 
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are related on the authority of Abu Hurayra, but also the meaning of each of 
these sayings of the Prophet jls is found expressed on the authority of other 
Companions of the Prophet Thus, a complete proof is supplied estab¬ 
lishing [the fact] that the attribution of these hadith to the Holy Prophet ^5 
is neither fictitious nor baseless. For example, hadith 56 of this collection 
[of Hammam] is found in the Sahih of al-al-Bukhari as related by Anas, and 
number 124 as related by ‘Abd Allah ibn ‘Umar ... ” 27 

We should also mention the role played by the Caliph ‘Umar ibn ‘Abd 
al-‘AzIz (d. 101/720) in the recording of the Hadith. He sent a missive to 
Qadi Abu Bakr ibn Hazm al-Ansari (d. 117/735) enjoining him to gather 
the collections of Hadith : “Start compiling the traditions of the Prophet & 
j-5, for I fear they will get progressively lost.” 28 He made the same demand 
to Zuhrf, who then compiled a collection. 

Amongst the writings which saw the light of day, we also possess the 
Jami' of Ma'mar ibn Rashid 29 (d. 153/770), a student of Hammam; and 
the Musannaf of ‘Abd al-Razzaq al-San‘an! 30 (d. 211/826), a student of 
Ma‘mar. ‘Abd al-Razzaq was the teacher of the famous Ahmad ibn Hanbal 
who in turn was one of the masters of al-Bukhari. The preservation of all 
these documents, as well as the analysis of their contents, argue for the se¬ 
riousness of critical work carried out during the transmission of the Hadith: 
“In the presence of these documents, it would be nothing but childish to 
suggest that, in order to compose his work, al-Bukhari had either assembled 
the folklore of his age or completely invented his narrations of the Prophet 
isS, attributing them to the earlier sources in an uninterrupted chain. Indeed, 
one finds the same reports in the same unaltered terms from the Sahifah of 
Abu Hurayra to the Sahih of al-Bukhari, whose authenticity is proven by 
the fortunate discovery of the early sources.” 31 

Western critique has severely judged the collecting of the Hadith, and 
although it is true that there exist hadith which are completely invented— 
which Muslim scholarship calls ahadith mawdu'a —there is only one par¬ 
ticular orientalist school which comes to some quite extreme conclusions. 

Titus Burckhardt (Ibrahim ‘Izz al-Dln) summarizes the assumptions 
which lead certain orientalists to almost reject the authenticity of the corpus 
of Hadith : “Certain ‘specialists,’ in judging the authenticity of the hadith 
of the Prophet j-S, suppose that they can establish the following criteria, 


27. Sahifa, § 87. 

28. Mentioned by Imam Malik in his Muwatta’. One of the reasons why this Qadi 
was chosen for this important work of compilation was that his aunt ‘ Amra was the 
disciple of ‘A’isha. 

29. On this muhaddith, see Early Hadith, p. 148. 

30. Published in Beirut (1972). 

31. M. Hamidullah, “La redaction du Hadith aux premiers temps de I’lslam”, Le 
Musulman, no. 17, (1991) p. 16. 
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disregarding thirteen centuries of Muslim scholarship: 

( 1 ) If some hadith can be interpreted as favoring some particular 
group or school, this means it has certainly been invented. If, for in¬ 
stance, a hadith is in favor of the spiritual life, then the Sufis invented 
it. If, on the contrary, it provides an argument for literalists hostile to 
spirituality, then the literalists fabricated it. 

(2) The more complete the chain of intermediaries indicated by 
traditionalists, the greater the chance that the particular hadith is false 
because, they say, the need for proof grows in proportion to the lapse 
of time. Such arguments are truly diabolical for, taken as a whole, they 
amount to this reasoning: if you bring me no proof it is because you are 
wrong, but if you do bring proof it means you need it and so again you 
are wrong. How can these orientalists believe that countless Muslim 
learned men—men who feared God and hell—could have deliberately 
fabricated sayings of the Prophet ^5? It would lead one to suppose poor 
intentions to be the most natural thing in the world, were it not that ‘spe¬ 
cialists’ have almost no feeling for psychological incompatibilities .” 32 

Muslim scholarship took care to avoid the inclusion of fabricated hadith into 
the teachings of the Prophet j~F,. This is how Marwan ibn Muhammad al- 
Tataii (d. 210/825), an important traditionalist from Damascus, summarizes 
the qualities of one whose liadlth may be accepted: “There are three indispens¬ 
able qualities for the traditionalist: sincerity (al-sidq), an excellent memory, 
and the exactitude of his writings.” The absence of rigor in collecting Hadith 
sufficed for discrediting a traditionalist. Regarding this matter, Sulayman ibn 
Musa (d. 115/733) said: “One comes across three kinds of students next to 
the scholar: some write down everything they hear from him, others listen 
without writing, and yet others apply a choice to what they hear, and they 
put it into writing. The latter are the best.” This is why Ibn ‘Amr al-AwzaT 
(d. 158/774) would ask his students to submit to him what they had written 
under his dictating. He would review the hadith, eventually correcting them, 
and Finally authorize his students to relate them on his authority. 

However, let us specify that the transmission of hadith was not always 
done “to the letter” but “in meaning.” This explains the existence of multiple 
variations for a single hadith: ‘Taking the opportunity of a visit by Wathila 
ibn al-Asqa‘ to Hims, a man from the village asked him: ‘Relate to us a tradi¬ 
tion as you heard it from the mouth of the Prophet without adding or omit¬ 
ting anything.’ The Companion answered him angrily: ‘You have plenty of 
copies of the Qur’an at your disposal, which you leaf through every day, and 
it happens that you make mistakes in reciting it. How can you ask me to relate 
a tradition which I have only heard once from the Prophet $ 5 , without adding 
or omitting anything? The important thing is to give the meaning of the tradi- 

32. Introduction aux doctrines isotiriques de I'lslam, 6 d. Dervy, 1985, p. 55. 
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tion.’ Abu al-Darda’, the master of Sham, would do the same. While relating 
a hadIth. he would add: That is more or less it; it has this meaning.’” 33 

Jacques Berque, on the other hand, analyzes the methodological drift of 
certain orientalists in the following terms: “Transferring the long-dismissed 
historicism of Biblical and New Testament studies onto Islam, a healthy rigor 
is sometimes pushed to peremptory rejection. Thus Caetani arrives at ‘the 
pessimistic conclusion that we cannot find anything true on Muhammad in 
the Tradition, and we may rule out as apocryphal all the traditional materi¬ 
als that we possess.’ Historical anthropology has since explored traditional 
cultures with much less pretension. In Africa, for example, it has learned to 
investigate the oral sources to the point of sometimes drawing centuries-long 
restitutions from them. With C. Sanders Pierce we have learned the role of 
the ‘iconic,’ that is, of the social semantics of images in certain civilizations. 
And above all, we no longer consider with disregard the rules of those meth¬ 
odologies, the only fault of which is to disconcert us.” 34 

It is appropriate, however, to add that the thesis of I. Goldziher and of 
Caetani has survived in the works of Joseph Schacht and James Robson, and 
that they received a new version in the writings of G. H. A. Juynboll. Thus, 
in his work The Origins of Muhammadan Jurisprudence (Oxford, 1950), 
J. Schacht acknowledges his debt to the works of Goldziher and states that 
he confirms the latter’s conclusions: ‘This book not only confirms the con¬ 
clusions reached by Goldziher, but it goes even further on certain points: 
a great number of hadith found in the classical as well as in the other col¬ 
lections started circulating only after the time of Shaft‘I. The first original 
collection of hadith dates from the second century, contrary to slightly ear¬ 
lier hadith related by the Companions and by other authorities.” 35 And G. 
H. A. Juynboll, having been unable to ignore the refutations made to the 
preceding thesis, expresses himself more cautiously while still claiming the 
heritage of Goldziher: “However, since the conclusions of Goldziher and 
Schacht in their works, as well as the more recent studies that have shed 
new light on these conclusions, the questions of chronology from the origin 
and/or authority relative to these generalizations probably do not fail to 
intrigue most Western readers, for whom the presence in a canonical col¬ 
lection of a tradition attributed to the Prophet j3E does not necessarily imply 
that this attribution is historically founded.” 36 

Juynboll’s method consists in analyzing the different chains of transmis¬ 
sion of a hadith ( isnad) in order to highlight the “common link.” 37 According 

33. Malake Abiad, pp. 21-22. 

34. Tabari, La Chronique , Histoire des proph&tes et des rois (Actes Sud: 2001), p. 19. 

35. p. 4. 

36. “Some Isnad—Analytical Methods illustrated on the basis of several sayings 
demeaning to women from Hadith Literature,” Al-Qantara, X, 1989, p. 343. 

37. Cf. his work Muslim Tradition , Cambridge University Press, 1983, pp. 206-17. 
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to this method initially introduced by Joseph Schacht, 38 if one notices that 
all the isnad (chains of transmission) include, at a certain stage, a common 
transmitter, one must identify him as the inventor of the hadlth. Neverthe¬ 
less, Juynboll recognized that what has reached us from the earliest period 
of Islam must be considered by and large as true: “I realize that it is difficult 
to admit that these ancient narrations can be considered as historically true, 
or that the details of each of these narrations can be considered as real facts. 
But I maintain that, over all, all of these narrations offer an almost reliable 
description of a period of history which has been minutely studied.” 39 

In a recent and richly documented work, A. L. de Premare seems to seek 
a merging of the classical Muslim critique of the Hadlth with the work of 
the orientalists into the same perspective, and he openly claims to be the 
representative of I. Goldziher: “It has long been known, even in Muslim cir¬ 
cles of the past and of today, that the traditions of Hadlth are for the most 
part apocryphal. [... ] This fact, long well-known to Muslim scholars, was 
particularly highlighted in modem Western scholarship from the 1890’s on¬ 
wards by Ignaz Goldziher.” 40 However, after a few lines, this expert on early 
Islam denies any impartiality and objectivity to the effort of Muslim scholars 
for establishing the chains of transmission: “these isnad are often those that 
licensed Muslim clerics have selected, validated or invalidated, in function of 
their own criteria and in order to serve their own vision of the facts.” 41 

The reductionism and “disregard for rules" called into question by 
Jacques Berque coincide with a mentality which has been best described 
by Frithjof Schuon (‘Isa Nur al-DIn) on several occasions in his rich and 
profound written works: 

One of the most vexing aberrations of our era is the ‘historical method’ 
with its ‘close criticism’ of documents and its systematic contempt for 
all sources connected either with miraculous acts or even with excep¬ 
tional coincidences. When one denies the supernatural it is imprudent 
to hold forth on matters to which it alone gives a meaning, or to busy 
oneself with the psychology of those who accept it. 

Critics who deny the supernatural are applying to things which a 
priori elude them a logic that is both artificial and meticulous. What 
is evident appears to them as ‘naive’; they substitute for intelligence a 
sort of icy cunning that feeds on negation and paradox. 42 

Authors who defend the legitimacy of the traditional point of view on 


38. Cf. The Origins of Muhammadan Jurisprudence, Oxford, Clarendon Press, 
1950, pp. 170-175. 

39. Ibid., pp. 6-7. 

40. Les Fondations de I'lslam, Seuil, 2002, p. 22. 

41. Ibid., p. 27. 

42. Perspectives, pp. 20-21. 
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the transmission of Hadlth emphasize its crucial role in the homogeneity 
and harmony within the religious and spiritual life in Islam. S. H. Nasr 
does not hesitate to make the following remarks: 'The danger inherent in 
this criticism of the Hadlth lies in decreasing its value in the eyes of those 
Muslims who, having come under the sway of its arguments, accept the 
fatally dangerous conclusion that the body of Hadlth are not the sayings of 
the Prophet and therefore do not carry his authority. In this way, one of 
the foundations of Divine Law and a vital source of guidance for the spiri¬ 
tual life is destroyed. It is as if the whole foundation were pulled out from 
underneath the structure of Islam. What would be left in such a case would 
be the Quran, which, being the Word of God, is too sublime to interpret and 
decipher without the aid of the Prophet js5.” 43 Underlying the intrusion into 
the Muslim world of ideas which he is about to denounce, S. H. Nasr adds: 
“There are few problems that call for as immediate action on the part of 
the Muslim community as a response by qualified, traditional Muslim au¬ 
thorities in scientific—but not ‘scientistic’—terms to the charges brought 
against Hadlth literature by modem Western critics, who have now also 
found a few disciples amongst Muslims. They have found a few follow¬ 
ers of Muslim background who have left the traditional point of view and 
have become enamored by the apparently scientific method of the critics 
which only hides an a priori presumption no Muslim can accept, namely 
the negation of the heavenly origin of the Quranic revelation and the actual 
prophetic power and function of the Prophet ^F,.” 44 

In a seminal article, Wael B. Hallaq assesses the modem studies on 
the authenticity of Hadlth and distinguishes three attitudes regarding this 
question 45 : those representing the conclusions of Schacht, like John Wans- 
brough and Michael Cook, those who, on the contrary, attach themselves to 
their rebuttal such as Nabia Abbott, Fuat Sezgin, M. Azami, Gregor Schoe- 
ler and Johan Fuck, and finally, those who seek a middle and original way, 
such as Harald Motzki and Fazlur Rahman, amongst others. There is little 
doubt that for Wael B. Hallaq, the question of the authenticity of Hadlth 
is but a pseudo-problem, and he considers that traditional Muslim scholar¬ 
ship has furnished satisfying answers, provided that one makes the effort to 
study it. He has thus been led to analyze the notions of khabar wahid and 
of khabar mutawatir? 6 pointing out that Western scholarship has been little 
interested in such fundamental notions. 

Finally, that which gives meaning to the emergence of the science of 

43. Ideals and Realities of Islam , Cambridge: Islamic Texts Society, 2001, p. 98. 

44. Ibid., p. 100. 

45. “The Authenticity of Prophetic Hadlth: A Pseudo-problem”, Studia Islamica, 
1999, pp. 75-90. 

46. A hadlth transmitted by several persons, whose minimum number is often 
required by Muslim scholars to be ten. 
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Hadith —and which at the same time is its foundation and native mold—is 
the extraordinary genealogical memory' amongst Arabs, even before the rise of 
Islam: "Whatever may be the way in which the Muslim science of Hadith was 
bom and died off for the Arabs, it was centered upon the genealogical memory 
of groups, which is critical in its own way. In fact, this critique has been exer¬ 
cised and is still exercised within Islam, even on the subject of the Prophet j-Ts 
biography, to the point that a contemporary author could call into question the 
Sirah of Ibn Hisham . . . True, this reductionism is compensated for by the 
research of Mr, Hamidullah, for example, who has very recently found some 
written records of documents pertaining to the prophetic mission and basically 
confirming the traditions already considered as certain.”'' 7 

Muslim scholarship has therefore come to propose an extremely precise 
classification of the different degrees of acceptability of a Imditli. Below we 
give the definition of the two categories concerning the hadith quoted in 
this collection: 

,^1 <JtL« JsuLsiajl (JjjJl 

. aIp 'i/j yS' y> el g 

An authenticated 48 ( sahih ) hadith is one that has a known chain of transmit¬ 
ters, and each transmitter is both righteous (,‘adl) and reliable ( dabit ), with¬ 
out there being any marginality (, shudhftdh ) 49 or flaw (‘ ilia ) 50 in the chain. 

4 ) 3 wj t_j(J ao eJL^< 

.51p ijJLi j\P ^ aIl* 

A validated ( hasan) hadith is one that has a chain of transmission which is con¬ 
tinuous until its end, and every transmitter is righteous but not necessarily com¬ 
pletely reliable. Its chain must also not include any marginality or defect. 51 

47. Jacques Berque, op. cit., pp. 19-20. 

48. The criteria for the authenticity of a hadith may vary significantly amongst dif¬ 
ferent authors. Thus, al-Suyuti considers that al-Hakim confers the status of sahih 
too easily at times. 

49. This term refers in the science of Hadith to the contrast with an even more 
reliable source. 

50. ‘Ilia has to be understood as a flaw which is difficult to detect, due to the good 
faith in the perfection of the chain of transmission. That is the case, for example, 
of a complete and uninterrupted chain which quotes successively two persons who 
could not have possibly met. 

51. This definition is based on that of Ibn Hajar al-‘Asqalani (d. 852/1449). The 
above definitions were taken from Mahmud al-Tahhan’s Taysir mustalah al- 
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While noticing a common vision of the different positions of classical 
Islam on the problem of verification of the hadith, one cannot overlook a 
very particular mode of verification: the verification by unveiling ( al-tashih 
bi’l-kashf). With regards to this, lbn al-‘Arabi affirms that a hadith whose 
chain is weak may very well prove to be authentic: the person to whom an 
unveiling has been given will know through the “eye of certainty” (‘ayn 
al-yaqin ) that the hadith under question is authentic. 52 This was an often 
defended idea, and three centuries later, the celebrated lbn Hajar HaythamT 
(d. 974/1566) issued a fatwa on the verification of a hadith by way of un¬ 
veiling: “This is indeed possible, and it is amongst the graces bestowed to 
the saints ( /cardinal al-awliyci ’) as confirmed by al-Ghazzali, Barazi, al-Taj 
al-Subkl, al-‘Afif aI-Yafi‘T amongst the Shaft‘Is, and QurtubI and lbn Abl 
Jamra for the Malikis. It is related that a saint attended a session directed 
by a jurist (faqih ). While the latter was citing a hadith, the saint interrupted 
him: ‘This hadith is false ( bdtil ).’ The jurist then asked him, ‘Where did 
you get that?’ and the saint replied: ‘The Prophet is here and he is stand¬ 
ing before you! He says that he never uttered these words!’ At that moment, 
the jurist had an unveiling and saw the Prophet p?,.” 53 

At this point, one could ask why a book on the spiritual teachings of the 
Prophet is needed. 

The traditional biographies ( kutub al-sirah) naturally emphasize the in¬ 
cidental aspects of the life of the Prophet £3, and they do not deal directly 
with his teachings. They transmit an outward vision of his mission and pass 
in silence over that which ultimately constitutes the heart of his teachings: 
knowledge of the self and inner reform. Moreover, the Hadith literature is 
extremely vast; several thousands of hadith are scattered throughout a great 
number of collections. This makes difficult the prospect of creating a clear 
idea about the spiritual teachings of the Prophet Let us also add that the 
oldest Sufi works that have reached us do not always quote the hadith that 
could support the doctrinal expositions they contain, and this has some¬ 
times been a point of reproach from the partisans of a literalist Islam. The 
cases of certain great spokesmen of Muslim spirituality such as Abu Hamid 
al-Ghazzall (d. 505/1111) and especially lbn al-‘Arabi (d. 638/1240) differ¬ 
ent. Their expositions are in fact for the most part based on or illustrated by 
the Qur’an and Hadith —especially in their major works: Ihya’ 'ulum al-din 
and al-Futiihdt al-makkiyya, respectively. 

Regarding the first of these two works, it has been claimed that al-Ghazzali 
was not always rigorous in citing hadith, with the more or less declared inten¬ 
tion of disparaging this work. Let us point out first of all that the Ihya’ con¬ 
tains more than 4000 hadith, three fourths of which are either sound (ahadith 

hadith, Riyad, 1996. 

52. C.f. Fut., II, p. 358 [O.Y]. 

53. Al-Fatawd al-Hadithiyya, pp. 211-12, Dar al-Fikr, n.d. 
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hasana) or authentic (ahadith sahiha). Furthermore, the great majority of 
the Hadith specialists are unanimous in affirming that quoting hadith whose 
chain of transmission is weak (isndd da 'if) is perfectly acceptable, not when 
establishing a legal ruling (huhn shar'T), but when enjoining the purification 
of the soul and inviting to virtue (targhib wa tarhib). 54 This being said, one 
has to take the work of al-Hafidh al-‘IraqT (d. 806/1403) on the verification of 
the haditli found in the Ihya ’ 55 with some reservation, because he is satisfied 
with a critique of their chains without any effort to find well authenticated 
hadith enunciating the same truths. In this regard, al-Murtada al-Zabldl (d. 
1205/1791) in his monumental commentary of the Ihya’, Ithaf al-sadat al- 
muttaqin 36 was careful to review the work of al-Hafiz al-‘lraql, often finding 
well identified hadith having the same meaning as those with problematic 
chains. Let us add that the hadith whose chains are not firmly established 
comprise less than a quarter of all the hadith found in the Ihya ’. 

As for the teachings of Ibn al-‘ Arab!, in spile of the boldness and liberal 
expressions he manifests, they are indissolubly linked to the Qur’an and the 
Hadith for both doctrinal and spiritual reasons which he himself explains 
in several instances. 57 

Besides the lexicographic clarifications and some circumstantial re¬ 
marks, the reader will find, above all, in these hadith commentaries quotes 
from great spiritual masters of Islam. These quotations are clearly not the 
only ones which could have clarified the hadith of this collection, but the 
selection had to be kept to a manageable size. 

The great spokespersons of Muslim spirituality have strongly empha¬ 
sized the importance of meditating upon the Hadith. Thus, al-Junayd (d. 
298/911), widely called “master of the mystics” (sayyid al-ta’ifa ) declared 
without any ambiguity that 

^ j <1)Tyiil a LUp 

1 . 4j (_£wLLflj 'i/ aJLo j 

“Our science is rooted in the Book and the Prophetic tradition, and whoever 
is not amongst those who have memorized the Qur’an, recorded the Hadith 


54. Nonetheless, there are those who do not accept the use of “very weak” (da ‘if 
jiddan) hadith. 

55. His work on the verification of the chains of hadith is nowadays published in 
the notes of all the editions of the Ihya 

56. This work has appeared in numerous editions. It has recently been published 
in 14 volumes by Dar al-kutub al-‘ilmiyya, Beirut, 2005. 

57. On this subject, see the introduction of our book Le Mahdi et ses Conseillers, 
6d. Mille et une lumifcres, 2006, pp. 16-18. 
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and mastered the sciences of fiqh, must not be followed.” 3 ® 

Nevertheless, the importance of the prophetic Sunna stressed by al-Ju- 
nayd is not to be interpreted in a literal sense; it is clearly a matter of spiritu¬ 
al understanding for him. It is precisely this spiritual comprehension which 
is evoked by the hadlth distinguishing between the hamil fiqh (bearer of 
knowledge) and the faqih (the man of understanding): “May God fill with 
rewards the person who, having heard one of my words, memorizes it in 
order to transmit it to someone else. Indeed, it may be that someone trans¬ 
mits a deep knowledge (fiqh ) to another who has been gifted with greater 
intelligence. And certainly, it can happen that a ‘bearer of knowledge’ may 
not be gifted with intelligence!” 59 

It is hardly necessary to specify that the two hundred and thirty four 
hadlth of this collection do not claim to exhaust the spiritual teachings of the 
Prophet IS, 60 but they do offer, we believe, an adequate picture of them, quite 
distanced from prejudices that have unfortunately become common. 

The aim of this anthology is to introduce readers to wisdom flowing 
from an oral tradition, and to help them revise what they know or what they 
believe they know about Islam and its Prophet 

The commentaries of the spiritual masters testify to their inspiration 
(ilham) and their long meditation upon the hadlth , thus bringing to light nu¬ 
merous aspects which would remain in the dark without their teachings. This 
is why the present collection cannot be an introduction to the understanding 
of Hadlth, of which many already exist. It is rather a guide for meditation and 
deepening of understanding of the message of the last Messenger of God. 

At a time when everything and its opposite is being said about Islam 
and its founder, it is more urgent than ever to offer readers—be they Mus¬ 
lim or not—the opportunity for a more direct contact with what remains a 
living source of wisdom, and which, for more than a billion people, embod¬ 
ies human perfection: 

Verily in the Messenger of God ye have a good example for him who 
looketh unto God and the Last Day, and remembereth God much. 
(Qur’an, XXXIII:21) 


58. Taj, p. 173. 

59. Cf. hadlth 72. 

60. All the traditions quoted in this collection have been either authenticated 
( sahlh ) or validated ( hasan ) by al-SuyOtl or by the author citing them. 
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The Virtues: JfUai 


Hadith 1 


H f 0 0 i * U 0 S'*" f 0 * .11 i 

.U^UI p>C9-\ ,j* ol : ^ 






Narrated Ibn ‘Amr: “Verily, the ones I prefer the most amongst you are 
those who are the noblest in character.” 

(Quoted by al-Bukhari. Authenticated hadith.) 


Hadith 2 

f oJju L>Jl" : Ojjjfi> 'j* 
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Narrated Abu Hurayra: “Verily, I have been sent to perfect nobility of char¬ 
acter.” 

(Quoted by Imam Malik. Authenticated hadith.) 

Commentary 

The Arabic term innama at the beginning of the second hadith stresses the 
exclusive character of the prophetic mission: the unique goal of the Sunna 
of the Prophet & is to offer the spiritual means for the purification of the 
soul until the soul rediscovers the beauty inherent in its creation: the pri¬ 
mordial nature (fitra) of man which everyone carries within. According to 
the words of al-Ghazzali, religion contains all the “means for curing the ills 
of the heart.” 

al-Ghazzali 

Nobility of character is an attribute of the master of the messengers, and 
also that which is most precious amongst the qualities realized by the sin¬ 
cere ones ( siddlqurt). It is doubtless an important part of religion. It is the 
fruit obtained by men and women of piety ( muttaqun) through their inner 
struggle ( mujahada ), and by devout servants ( muta'abbidiin ) through their 
spiritual exertion ( riyada). 

Baseness of character is a violent poison, which leads to clear perdi- 
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lion and vilifies man, distancing him from the nearness of the Lord of the 
worlds. It imprisons man in the devil’s net and constitutes an open door 
towards “the fire which devours the depths.” [... ] 

Thus, knowing the means for curing the ills of the heart is a necessity 
for those who are disposed to them—even greater than that of knowing the 
means for curing the illnesses of the body—as no heart is immune from 
illness. [... ] 

God the Exalted has said to His beloved Prophet jg: And lo, thou art of 
a tremendous character 1 and when * A’isha was asked about the Prophet £5, 
she replied: “His character was of the Qur’an.” ... On the other hand, the 
Prophet jg said: “I have been sent to perfect nobility of character.” 

(.Ihya , III, pp. 47-8) 


1. LXVIII: 4 
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Narrated Sahl ibn Sa‘d: “Verily, God is generous and loves generosity: He 
loves nobility of character and detests baseness.” 

(Quoted by al-Tabarani. Authenticated hadlth.) 

Commentary 

The virtues must not be considered solely from the moral point of view 
or their social benefit, because they constitute above all a reflection of the 
Divine qualities within man. Although the theological perspective adheres 
to morals and social benefits as seen from a point of view of merit and re¬ 
ward, spirituality encompasses all these elements into a path of knowledge 
of God and of man. This is why the hadlth links God’s generosity with 
the generosity of His servant. This distinction between the moral point of 
view and the ontological perspective to which we alluded is expressed by 
al-Ghazzall through the contrasting of the “fruits” of nobility of character 
with its “reality.” 

al-Ghazzall 


Know that many have spoken about what nobility of character is. However, 
they have not expounded on its reality but on the fruits it bears. Al-Hasan 
[al-Basri] has said: “Nobility of character is to have a relaxed face, to be 
generous and to abstain from food.” [... J 

Nobility of character is a disposition ( hay'a ) deeply rooted in the soul. 
When it manifests itself, praiseworthy actions are accomplished with ease 
and without any need of effort. Thus, if the inner disposition of an individu¬ 
al leads him to acting with beauty—both from the point of view of the intel¬ 
lect and that of the sacred Law—one can speak of nobility of character. 

We have spoken about [this] disposition as being deeply rooted in 
the soul, because he who manifests generosity only occasionally and for 
outward motives is not characterized by generosity {sakha’). Likewise, 
we have considered it a condition that praiseworthy actions be performed 
with ease, because the person who must make a great effort to make a 
gift, or to keep silent while in anger, is not characterized by generosity or 
forbearance. 

(Ihya\ III, pp. 51-52) 
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Frilhjof Schuon (‘Isa Niir al-Din) 

The virtues, when they are realized to their very limit—as far as their uni¬ 
versal and Divine prototypes—coincide with metaphysical truths: to be 
humble, charitable and truthful in a quasi “absolute” manner—which is 
impossible outside truth—is to “know”; it is assuredly impossible to know 
in an absolute manner without being humble, charitable and truthful. Truth 
is necessary for the perfection of virtue, just as virtue is needed for the 
perfection of truth. 

( Perspectives, p. 98) 
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Narrated ‘Uthman ibn ‘Affan: “Verily, God Most High possesses one hun¬ 
dred and seventeen attributes: the person who assumes one of these attri¬ 
butes [through the corresponding virtue] will enter Paradise.” 

(Quoted by al-HakTm. Validated hadlth.) 

Commentary 

The commentaries given for this hadlth teach us the immense importance 
of virtues in the spiritual life. A virtue limited to the moral or the social 
plane cannot prevent the risk of hypocrisy, and one may not understand 
how it can become the cause of salvation, as affirmed by the hadlth. Indeed, 
outward generosity sometimes coexists with self-sufficiency and a pride 
which readily hide themselves behind charitable motives. Inversely, when 
a virtue is of a spiritual nature, it will lead the whole being of the person in 
whom it is actualized, towards the essence of the virtue. Virtues of a spiri¬ 
tual nature are Divine qualities. 

Thus, he who truly realizes a virtue necessarily realizes “something” 
from all the virtues. 

al-Munawi 

God has manifested the attributes mentioned in this hadlth for His servants 
and through His power. He has placed them in His treasures, and has dis¬ 
tributed them amongst His servants in accordance with the degree that each 
of them occupies in His eyes. Thus, certain persons may realize one attri¬ 
bute, some others five, ten ... 

When God wishes the best for His servants. He bestows upon them 
the realization of these attributes. Inversely, when He does not bestow His 
grace upon a servant, the servant will not possess any virtue and will as¬ 
sume the attributes of Satan. According to Ibn al-‘ArabI, al-Junayd was 
once asked about gnosis and the gnostics, and his reply was: “Water as¬ 
sumes the color of its container.” He meant that the gnostic has dressed 
himself in the attributes of God to the point of being none other than Him, 
without, however, being Him! 

(Fayd al-Qadir, hadlth no. 2364). 
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Titus Burckhardt (Ibrahim ‘Izz al-DIn) 

Virtue is a qualitative form of the will. To speak of a form is to speak of an 
intelligible essence. Spiritual virtue is centered on its own essence and is 
a Divine Quality. This means that spiritual virtue implies a kind of knowl¬ 
edge. According to Ahmad ibn al-‘Arif, spiritual virtue is distinguished 
from virtue in the ordinary sense by being pure of any individual interest. If 
virtue implies a renunciation, that renunciation is not made to obtain some 
later recompense, for it bears its fruit within itself, fruit of knowledge and 
beauty. Spiritual virtue is neither a mere negation of natural instincts— 
asceticism is only the very smallest step to such virtue—nor yet, of course, 
is it merely a psychic sublimation. It is bom of a presentiment of the Divine 
Reality which underlies all objects of desire—noble passion is nearer to 
virtue than is anguish—and this presentiment is in itself a sort of “natural 
grace” which is a compensation for the sacrificial aspect of virtue. Later, 
the progressive unfolding and flowering of this presentiment is answered 
by an ever more direct irradiation of the Divine Quality of which virtue in 
man is the trace, and, inversely, virtue grows in proportion as its Divine 
model is revealed. 

(. Introduction , pp. 118-19) 
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Narrated Abu Hurayra: “When one of you is Fighting his fellow man, he 
must not hit him on the face, because God created Adam in His image.” 

(Quoted by Muslim. Authenticated hadlth.) 

Commentary 

This enigmatic hadlth has given rise to numerous commentaries and has 
been quoted abundantly by the spiritual masters. In his celebrated commen¬ 
tary of the collection of Muslim, al-Nawaw! reminds us that many scholars 
have refrained from commenting upon this hadlth, contenting themselves 
with saying: “We believe in what its words convey while recalling that 
they should not be taken literally ($ahiruha ghayru murad). These words 
have such meaning as befits them ( ma'nayallqu biha). This position is that 
of the majority of the Predecessors ( salaf ), and the most cautious one as 
well.” Al-Ghazzali also interprets this “resemblance” as a correspondence 
(mundsaba ) and emphasizes that this hadlth is inconceivable for ordinary 
understanding. This correspondence is linked to the mystery of the Spirit 
and can only be approached by one who has received an inner opening at 
the end of the spiritual path. 

al-Ghazzall 

All love is bom from a correspondence (mundsaba), and this is what gener¬ 
ates the love of God Most High. It is not a question of inner correspondence 
without any relationship to outward forms. Among the inner correspon¬ 
dences there are those that can be used in writing and those that cannot. 
They should be left hidden until they are uncovered by the travelers on the 
Path (sdlikun), if the latter remain faithful to their conditions. That which 
can be used in this domain is the proximity between the servant and the 
Lord at the level of the Divine attributes, from which man should be in¬ 
spired and which he must assume. That is why it has been said: “Assume 
the Divine Qualities.” This pertains to the acquisition of noble character 
traits which are none other than Divine qualities: knowledge, kindness, be¬ 
neficence, and benevolence ... 

As for the specific correspondence, which is not permissible to put into 
writing, it concerns that which characterizes man as such, which is what the 
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verse. They are asking thee conceiving the Spirit. Say: The Spirit is by com¬ 
mand of my Lord, and of knowledge ye have been vouchsafed but little 2 alludes 
to, God clearly indicates through this verse that the Spirit exceeds the com¬ 
prehension capacities of creatures. Even more direct is the verse, So, when l 
have made him and have breathed into him of My Spirit ... 3 This, then, is the 
reason to the prostration of the angels [to Adam]. The verse We have set thee 
as a vicegerent ( khalifa) on the earth 4 alludes to this specific correspondence 
without which Adam would not have been the vicegerent of God on earth. The 
same is true for the haditlt: “Verily, God created man according to His image.” 
Unfortunately, some persons with limited understanding think that there is no 
other form apart from the outward appearance perceivable by the senses. This 
is why they fall into anthropomorphism by attributing a body and an external 
form to God. Highly exalted is the Lord of the worlds above that which the 
ignorant ones ascribe to Him! Another allusion to this specific correspondence 
is the word of God to Moses: “I was sick and thou didst not visit Me.” Moses 
replied, “Lord, how is this so?” God said to him, “My servant so-and-so was 
sick and thou didst not visit him: had thou visited him, thou wouldst have found 
Me beside him.” This correspondence is apparent only to one who practices 
supererogatory acts of worship ( nawafi !) with perseverance, besides the obliga¬ 
tory ones (fara’id ), as the Most-High has said: “My servant does not cease to 
approach Me with supererogatory acts of worship until I love him. And when I 
love him, I am his Hearing with which he hears, his Sight with which he sees, 
his tongue with which he speaks ...” 

One must know how to control the pen in such matters ... 

{Iliya’, IV, pp. 298-9) 


2. XVII: 85. 

3. XV: 30. 

4. XXXVIII: 26 
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Narrated rbn ‘Umar: “The All-Merciful—exalted be He—shall bestow His 
mercy upon those who show mercy. Be merciful towards the created beings 
on earth and He who is in Heaven shall bestow His mercy upon you.” 
(Quoted by al-Hakim. Authenticated hadlth.) 

Commentary 

This hadlth is amongst the many exhortations to assume the Divine at¬ 
tributes. Divine mercy ( rahma ) must radiate within man and be offered to 
others in the form of generosity, forbearance, and forgiveness. 
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Hadith 7 






Narrated Abu Hurayra: “The best deed after belief in God is benevolent 
love towards people.” 

(Quoted by al-Tabaranl, Validated hadith ) 


Hadith 8 




Narrated ‘A’isha: “You must practice benevolence and guard against being 
violent or indecent.” 

(Quoted by al-Bukhari. Authenticated hadith.) 

Commentary 

There are numerous hadith stressing the fundamental quality of benevolence 
( rifq ), which implies the absence of any willingness to harm, in any way whatso¬ 
ever. According to al-Ghazzall, showing benevolence and clemency (al-nazar 
bi'l-rahma) towards the person who practices sin—whose scope remains indi¬ 
vidual and does not spread to the community—is a sign of humility (tawadu *). 
Inversely, the use of violence (‘unj) is a form of oppression (zajr). 

al-Ghazzall 

Sins, such as the consumption of alcohol or abandoning a religious duty, 
the consequences of which are limited to the person committing it, are less 
grave [than sins whose consequences extend to the rest of the community]. 
If one witnesses such a sin, one must put an end to it immediately.... As 
for the use of harshness or of softness towards the sinner, the opinions of 
the scholars differ. The most just is to consider the intention of the sinner. 
In this situation more than in any other, it has to be remembered that actions 
are only judged according to their intentions. In any case, benevolence and 
a merciful record towards creatures are expressions of humility. Inversely, 
violence and the rejection of others are considered oppression against them. 
In this domain, one has to ask one’s heart. 


(Ihya\ II, pp. 167-68) 
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Narrated Ma'qal ibn Yasar: “The best faith is that which is accompanied 
with patience and forbearance.” 

(Quoted by al-Daylaml. Authenticated hadlth.) 

Commentary 

The two important virtues of patience before trials and forbearance towards 
the other are presented in this very brief and holistic hadlth as keys for 
achieving the most sublime faith. Other hadlth give more details concern¬ 
ing the relationship between faith and these virtues. 3 


5. On this subject, see hadlth 29. 
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Narrated Abu Hurayra: “Love the poor and visit them. Love the Arabs with 
all your heart, and guard what you know about yourself from the compli¬ 
ments of people.” 

(Quoted by al-Hakim. Authenticated hadith.) 

Commentary 

As often in the hadith corpus, when different attitudes mentioned succes¬ 
sively in a same hadith do not seem to be related to each other, one can Find 
an inner link that unites them and gives them meaning. 

Loving the poor is a sign of detachment of worldly values from social 
and material accomplishment, in addition to the altruistic and charitable 
aspect of this attitude. To love the poor and to visit them is therefore a way 
to affirm—and also to prove through actions—that success in this world is 
not an end in itself for the believer. 

To love the Arabs means to love the linguistic and cultural form in which 
the Revelation and the Prophetic message were expressed. To love the form 
of a religion does not necessarily mean to demonstrate literalism. Ideally, it is 
a matter of realizing that without the “sacred form” which religions assume, 
it would be difficult for a large number of souls to escape the tyranny of the 
world and of the ego. This is why the hadith ends with a warning against the 
ego, which uses all sorts of strategies so as not to see itself for what it is in its 
“wretched interior.” Self-esteem is, amongst other things, particularly sought 
by the ego, even if this seeking sometimes uses roundabout means and takes 
on very indirect aspects. The believers have to learn to substitute the eyes of 
others, which inevitably includes some tyranny, with God’s “eyes,” the only 
liberating ones there are. 

The inner link uniting the different spiritual teachings of this hadith is 
the purification of the ego and the acquisition of the virtues. As a conse¬ 
quence, this hadith also insists on that which contributes to the realization 
of the virtues. 

Frithjof Schuon (‘Isa Nur al-DTn) 

When we speak of the “Arab soul,” we are not unaware that it was rela¬ 
tively diverse from pre-Islamic times in the sense that religious indifferent- 
ism was characteristic of the Arabs of the Center and the North, whereas 
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those of the South were distinguished by a rather contemplative tempera¬ 
ment; but they were homogeneous as regards their qualities of nobility. The 
“Arab miracle”—the lightning-like expansion of Islam and the glories of 
medieval Islamic civilization—presupposes and includes a spirit of magna¬ 
nimity whose roots are plunged in the pre-Islamic Bedouin mentality, and 
which—whatever the falsifiers of history may say—contributed to the al¬ 
most unprecedented phenomenon of the tolerance of the Muslim conquerors 
of the early centuries, when the Arab influence was predominant in Islam. 
Bedouin magnanimity consisted essentially in “virility” ( muruwwa )—in the 
sense of the Latin word virtus —and in “chivalry” (Jutuwwa ), which com¬ 
prised above all courage, generosity, and hospitality; the most precious, the 
most fragile and the most specifically Arab feature—in the context of the 
Middle East—being the virtue of generosity. 

(i Sufism , pp. 80-81) 
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Narrated Mahjan ibn al-Adra‘: “The best [thing] about your religion is its 
simplicity.” 

(Quoted by al-Tabaranl. Authenticated hadith.) 


Hadlth 12 



Narrated Mahjan ibn al-Adra‘: “Verily, God—exalted be He—has decreed 
simplicity for this community and He detests difficulty for it.” 

(Quoted by al-Tabaranl. Authenticated hadith.) 

Commentary 

Spiritual and religious life must not be complicated to the point of becom¬ 
ing unbearable, and it is not by making things difficult that one progresses 
on the Path to God. In fact, the spiritual masters in general have a tendency 
to invite their disciples to reach the essential in their practices and to avoid 
any excess of zeal which could imprison them in a false ego-centered in¬ 
wardness. Of course, the ease mentioned in the hadith does not mean seek¬ 
ing the least effort, but a quest for the qualitative and not the quantitative. 
On this subject Ibn al-‘Arab! quotes the phrase of Abu Su‘ud ibn al-Shibl, 
the companion of ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Jilani: 




. Ojll 


Sufism is but five prayers and awaiting death. 6 


6. Fut. I, p. 188. After quoting this saying, Ibn al-'Arabl notes: ‘There is an im¬ 
mense science in this.” 
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Shaykh al-DarqawT 

If you wish your path to be shortened in order to attain realization ( tahqiq ) 
swiftly, hold fast to the obligatory acts of worship ( wajibat ) and to what 
is particularly recommended concerning voluntary observances ( nawafil ); 
learn outer knowledge ( al-'ilm al-zahir) as is indispensable for worship¬ 
ping God, but do not linger on it, since you are not required to study this 
deeply. What has to be deepened is inner knowledge. Furthermore, disobey 
your [carnal] soul and you will see marvels! 

(Rasa’il, letter 2, p. 33) 
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Narrated Ibn ‘Abbas: “The Messenger of God was asked, ‘Which re¬ 
ligion is the dearest to God?’ He replied, ‘indulgent primordial monothe- 
ism. 

(Quoted by Ahmad ibn Hanbal. Authenticated hadlth.) 


Hadlth 14 
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Narrated ‘A’isha: “The Messenger of God jsJ said one day: ‘The Jews must 
know that I have been sent with indulgent primordial monotheism.’” 
(Quoted by Ahmad ibn Hanbal. Authenticated hadlth). 

Commentary 

In the Qur’an and the Hadlth, the term hanlf denotes the monotheism of 
Abraham, Islam being the return to this simple and essential monotheism: 
And they say: Be Jews or Christians, then ye will be rightly guided. Say 
(unto them, O Muhammad): Nay, but (we follow) the religion of Abraham, 
the upright, and he was not of the polytheists. 1 

This relationship is then underlined by the formulae of tashahhud con¬ 
cluding every ritual prayer: Allahumma salli ‘ala sayyidina Muhammad wa 
‘ala ali sayyidina Muhammad kamd sallayta ‘ala sayyidina Ibrahim wa 
'ala ali sayyidina Ibrahim ... (My God, bless our Lord Muhammad and 
the Household of Muhammad, as Thou hast blessed our Lord Abraham and 
the Household of Abraham.,.) 

Frithjof Schuon (‘Isa Nur al-Dln) 

Integral Monoth eism comprises two distinct lines of descent, one Israelite 
7. U: 135. 
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and the other Ishmaelite; now whereas in the Israelite line Abraham is, so 
to speak, renewed or replaced by Moses—the Sinaitic Revelation being 
like a second beginning of Monotheism—Abraham continues to remain 
the unique and primordial Revealer for the sons of Ishmael. The Sinaitic 
miracle called for the Messianic or Christly miracle: it is Christ who, from 
a certain point of view, closes the Mosaic line and concludes the Bible, glo¬ 
riously and irrevocably. But this cycle, extending from Moses to Jesus, or 
from Sinai to the Ascension, does not comprise the whole of Monotheism: 
the Ishmaelite, and still Abrahamic, line was situated outside this cycle and 
in a way remained open; it called in its turn for a glorious completion, not 
Sinaitic and Christly in character, but Abrahamic and Muhammadan, and, 
in a certain sense, “nomadic” and "of the desert.” 

Abraham existed before Moses; consequently Muhammad had to ap¬ 
pear after Jesus; the “miraculous cycle” extending from Sinai to Christ is as 
though encompassed—temporally speaking—by a parallel cycle of a very 
different kind, one that in a more marked degree bears the imprint of the 
monotheistic Truth alone, with all the absoluteness and saving power in¬ 
herent in its nature, and one that is irradiated by primordial simplicity and 
“Platonic” transcendence; Islam and Abrahamism are basically religions 
of nomads without history, scorched by the ever present and ever eternal 
Divine Sun. In the face of this Sun, man is nothing: that the Caliph ‘Umar 
should conquer a part of the ancient world or that the Prophet should 
milk his goat amounts to more or less the same thing; that is to say there 
is no “human greatness” in the profane and titanesque sense, and thus no 
humanism to give rise to vain glories; the only greatness admitted is the 
lasting one of sanctity, and this belongs to God. 

{Form, pp. 85-86) 
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Narrated Mu’adh ibn Jabal: “Be completely sincere in your religion and a 
few good deeds will suffice you.” 

(Quoted by al-Hakim. Authenticated hadith.) 

Commentary 

The term ikhlas is difficult to render into English, as it has no exact equiva¬ 
lent. It implies purity of intention and sincere commitment to serving God. 

Complete sincerity is the attitude of perfect inner conformity to the 
Truth: it is pure receptivity before God. Human nature outside of any spiri¬ 
tual wayfaring is woven with forgetfulness ( ghafla ). Being a spiritual sta¬ 
tion ( maqam ), total sincerity is in principle permanent and pervades all 
aspects of life for the person who has realized it. This is why “few works 
suffice”, as in reality all actions acquire a spiritual dimension. The Qur’an 
remarks regarding this subject: 

JlJf & Vt# 

' / / / ' 

Is it not to God (alone) that sincere devotion is due? 3 

al-Junayd 

Complete sincerity implies that the intention be devoted solely to God and 
that its aspiration ( qasd) is focused perfectly on Him; and this sincerity 
takes place through the attentive presence of the soul to the origin of things 
and the clear vision of inner changes ( talwin ) that can occur. This is how 
a sincere man accepts in himself what conforms to his aspiration towards 
God, and this is how he rejects the manifestations of his ego and the influ¬ 
ences of the Enemy. This requires the extinction of all individual consider¬ 
ation, and the constant attention to Divine grace. A completely sincere man 
finds his happiness in the awareness that he is a receiver of Divine favor, 
which renders him indifferent to the criticism of men. Similarly, he expe¬ 
riences aversion to being praised, fearing that this will harm his spiritual 
integrity. Thus, one no longer notices the opinion of creatures as soon as 
the spiritual states intervene. But this is known only to the conscience of the 


8. XXXIX:3 
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completely sincere, and necessarily escapes others. 

(Taj, p. 258). 

Ibn ‘Ajiba 

Complete sincerity consists in freeing one’s behavior before God from all 
worldly preoccupation, so that God becomes the only goal of our worship, 
or in clearing the heart from all that is not the Lord. 

Complete sincerity of the common people consists in acting without 
worrying about being seen by others. Complete sincerity of the [spiritual] 
elite is acting without asking for any reward, neither in this world nor in the 
next. Complete sincerity of the elect amongst the elite is to not attribute to 
oneself either might or strength, and to forget all otherness in order to con¬ 
sider only the One, so that every act is by God, from God, and for God. 

(Mi'raj, pp. 15-16) 
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Narrated ‘A’isha: “When the sins of the servant become numerous and he 
has no more good actions to compensate them, God tries him with sadness 
in order to purify him.” 

(Quoted by Ahmad ibn Hanbal. Validated hadlth.) 

Commentary 

The sadness mentioned in this hadlth must not be taken in the sense of 
nostalgia, like the one that is mentioned in the hadlth which states that 
God loves the “saddened hearts”. 9 Rather, it involves an inner unease and 
a profound discomfort felt by the believer, which have an expiatory value 
for him provided the believer understands that this distress is an aid for the 
realization of spiritual poverty (faqr), and that therefore it draws him near 
to God. 


Ibn ‘Ata’ Allah 

The best of your moments is the one wherein you witness the existence of 
your profound indigence (faqa) and, through it, you are brought back to 
your [inner] lowliness ( dhilla ). 

Sometimes you will find more benefit in states of indigence than you 
find in fasting or ritual prayer. 

( Hikam , no. 92 and no. 163) 


9. Cf. Hadlth 45 and Hadlth 130. 


20 





The Here-Below: 


Hadith 17 


JU ^ Jl«j *J jb V jb LuJl" : 4-£jIp 


(^> 0/5 


«ljj) 


Narrated ‘A’isha: “This world is the dwelling-place for he who has none, 
and its wealth belongs to he who possesses none: only those lacking in in¬ 
telligence amass in this world.” 

(Quoted by Ahmad ibn Hanbal. Authenticated hadith). 

Commentary 


Shaykh al-Darqaw! 

Assuredly, when men of the elect, such as our master and his like, humble 
themselves outwardly and of their own accord, God raises them up both in¬ 
wardly and outwardly. Therefore, they are in perpetual joy. However, ordinary 
men do the opposite in seeking to show strength outwardly. God then abases 
them inwardly and outwardly, which is why they are constantly unhappy. 

Our master was content with his knowledge of God and he was per¬ 
fectly indifferent to whether he would become famous or remain unknown. 
He had regard only for his relationship with God and had no care for the 
praise or blame of others. 

(. Rasa'il , letter 82 ) 
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Narrated Ibn ‘Abbas: “This world ( dunya) is forbidden for the people of the 
Hereafter; the Hereafter is forbidden for the people of this world; and both 
this world and the Hereafter are forbidden for the folk of God.” 

(Quoted by al-Daylaml. Validated hadith.) 

Commentary 

This hadith exposes very clearly a distinction which is addressed and de¬ 
veloped by the spiritual masters. Thus, the category denoted by the term 
“people of the Hereafter” in this hadith includes two categories: al-'amma 
(the common folk from amongst the believers) and al-khassa (the elite). 
The latter degree includes ascetics ( zuhhad) and devout worshippers 
('ubbad), that is, those who live their faith with a neediness and a fervor 
greater than those of the 'amma. As for the “folk of God,” they are gener¬ 
ally denoted by the expression khassat al-khassa (the elite of the elite) or by 
the term 'arijun bi-Llah (knowers through God or gnostics). Contrary to a 
widespread idea—including certain Sufi circles—true Islamic esoterism is 
not represented by al-khassa whose path is a fervent exoterism, but by the 
khassat al-khassa whose path is that of metaphysical realization through 
Knowledge or Gnosis. 10 The latter path must sometimes be hidden, even 
from persons claiming to belong to spiritual paths of Islam. Considered 
from any aspect, this is no less paradoxical. As an example, it is known 
that certain sages discouraged their disciples from reading Ibn al-‘ArabI, in 
order not to disturb the simplicity of their understanding, especially in mat¬ 
ters of the profession of creed (* aqida ). Such disciples in fact only follow 
a path of the khassa, regardless of the true grandeur of their master, whom 
they often only know indirectly. 

Amir ‘Abd al-Qadir 

This hadith tells us: "Whoever shows satisfaction with his good actions and 
is grieved by his sins is not but a believer.” 

This tradition was reported by al-Tirmidhl. Its formulation has an ex- 


10. Corresponding here to ma'rifa , from the same root as '«n/(gnostic). 
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elusive character: The Prophet attributes faith only to those befitting this 
description. Others would be either disbelievers who treat faith like false¬ 
hood, or contemplative gnostics who have been veiled and for whom the 
unseen ( ghayb ) has become the object of contemplation. The term “believ¬ 
er” applies only metaphorically to them. Therefore, the definition of “be¬ 
liever” in this hadlth points completely elsewhere. Such a person therefore 
confirms the news which the Legislator has brought to us concerning that 
which is normally hidden from us, attributing to the servants in particular 
the actions which emanate from them, as it would seem at first... 

The gnostic is the person to whom God has unveiled Reality as it is, so 
much so that knowing himself he knows his Lord. As for the gnostic, he 
is neither satisfied with his good actions nor grieved by his sins. Were he 
predestined to slay a thousand prophets he would not be affected and would 
experience no sadness—even if the killer must, of course, acquit himself 
of the blood. And were the function of the Supreme Pole to be announced 
to him, this would still not affect him, nor would it cause him any joy. In 
fact, as a Gnostic, he knows that he has no part in the command, and if he 
confirms—as does every simple believer—the teachings of the Legislator 
regarding that which escapes the senses, he still surpasses it to the extent 
that that which was hidden has become for him an object of contemplation. 
This is why the gnostic attributes to himself neither good nor evil action, 
if that is not what is attributed to him by the Law by virtue of a wisdom 
known only to God or to an elite chosen by God whom He has made the 
depository of this wisdom. 

The Law contains both the kernel and the shell, whereas the Truth 
( haqlqa ) contains only the kernel! 

(Mawaqif, no 79) 




SPIRITUAL TEACHINGS OF THE PROPHET 


Hadlth 19 


« ,p 39 


Lg-jS L* LjjJT or I Ojijfi> fj,\ ijp 


« * <• * 

. ✓ +9 of 




".ui& y uu'j t ftj lS j &\ 


(ir~^ 


I o'jj) 


Narrated Abu Hurayra: “This world and everything in it is cursed, except 
the invocation of God, and that which aideth thereto, along with the master 
and the disciple.” 

(Quoted by al-Tirmidhl. Validated hadlth.) 
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Narrated Abu al-Darda’: ‘This world and everything in it is cursed, except 
what is done for the sake of God, the Exalted.” 

(Quoted by al-TabaranT. Authenticated hadlth) 

Commentary 

What meaning ought one give to these words? Does creation not possess 
any positive aspect? 

One must note that these hadlth do not concern Creation in its totality, 
but solely the here-below ( dunya ), which is the framework wherein the 
terrestrial life of man takes place. This terrestrial abode is not accursed for 
what it is but only to the extent that the human soul gets lost in it. Driven 
by ego-centered desires, the soul sinks into multiplicity and forgets its ce¬ 
lestial homeland. Thus, it can even go so far as to completely reject faith 
and spirituality. 

The very direct expression of these hadlth aims at bringing the soul out 
of its slumber and to firmly invite it to beware of the seduction of immedi¬ 
ate pleasures. It must be stressed that the two spiritual means laid out by 
these hadlth are the invocation and the master-disciple relationship. 


24 




The Here-Below 


Shaykh al-Darqawi 

O disciple, one who does not turn away from this world—as the Prophet 
did—while it tries to seduce him, is amongst the deluded ones ( maghrurun ), 
or even the people of perdition ( halikun ). How else could it be when such a 
person has exchanged the Tradition ( sunna ) for innovation? May God pro¬ 
tect us! The Prophet &», turned away from this world even though the latter 
was offered to him, because he knew how harmful it was for us. 

( Rasa ’il, letter 64, p. 80) 

Hasan al-Basri 

Protect yourself from this world with all your attention, for it resembles 
a venomous snake: smooth to touch but deadly! Turn away from all that 
enchants you in it during the short time you will spend in its company. 
Abandon the worries it arouses in you since you know that it is ephemeral 
and that you will be separated from it. Stand firmly before the world’s trials 
for the bliss that shall soon be yours ... 

Every time the worldly man feels secure in one of this world’s plea¬ 
sures, it throws him into some difficulty ... 

Even if God Most High had not warned us of the dangers of the here- 
below through the parables of the Qur’an, its nature would suffice to awak¬ 
en the man who is plunged in slumber and forgetfulness. 

(Letter to caliph ‘Umar ibn ‘Abd al-*AzIz, Hilyat al-awliya’, n, pp. 135- 


136 ) 
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Narrated Abu Hurayra: “The heart of an old man remains young with respect 
to two things: the love of the here-below and long-term expectations.” 

(Quoted by al-Bukhari. Authenticated hadith.) 

Commentary 

Ideally, old age should be the age of wisdom and detachment from passions. 
The dispersion and ardor of youth should be followed by contemplation and 
serenity of mature age. Unfortunately, this is not always what happens. Al¬ 
though it is true that desires related more directly to the body diminish for 
biological reasons, this is not the case with the purely psychic attachments 
of the ego. Attachment to earthly life and a lack of awareness of the ephem¬ 
eral nature of things does not diminish except through a veritable spiritual 
wayfaring, a path of inner purification and a surpassing of illusions. 

Shaykh al-Darqaw! 

Behold what happened to me when I decided to quit the here-below and 
turn myself completely to my Lord: It would suffice for me to look at some¬ 
one, with the intention of making him go from heedlessness ( ghafla ) to the 
remembrance of God ( dhikr ), for that person’s spiritual state to change in¬ 
stantly, in conformity to my will! That was neither a choice on my part nor 
on that person’s part; rather it was the choice of God and of the realization 
of His command. When I would turn myself to the here-below and pay at¬ 
tention to it, my station which—by God—was similar to that of the Friend 
of God Abu Madyan, would be taken away from me! I would become as I 
was at the time of heedlessness. Nay, even worse! So learn a lesson, o ye 
who have eyes!' 1 Thankfully, it was too difficult for me to give in to this 
world and I obtained nothing, due to the blessing of the spiritual master to 
whom 1 was attached. 

I met two aged men who were at the point of reaching the end of the 
Path but the world showed itself to them, pulling them back to it. However, 
God rescued them, before they were seduced, as both of them were able to 
escape from it and to abandon it, thanks also to the blessing of the spiritual 
master to whom we were attached. 


11. LIX: 2 
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I also knew another old man very well whom the here-below succeeded 
in getting hold of, and who died in that state. His spiritual master was not 
alive, and yet I do not think that he was worthy of taking a deceased person 
as master. [... ] 

No one can pretend to be a master when entering any discipline, a for¬ 
tiori, when this is the spiritual Path. On this matter, the masters say: “He 
who has no master, has Satan for his master.” 

Whoever pretends to become a spiritual master turns away from the door 
and meets a wall. If we were still entirely faithful to the teachings of the Mes¬ 
senger of God fi?, and if our hearts and our limbs did not oppose those teach¬ 
ings on any matter, we could effectively claim to be spiritual masters. But 
we have changed and altered these teachings so much that our hearts and our 
limbs have become hardened. This is why we are inwardly impure! How can 
we pretend to be spiritual masters? This can be claimed only by a proud man, 
an ignorant man, or someone who is complacent with his ego. 

C Rasa’il , letter 17, pp. 51-52) 
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Narrated Abu al-Darda’: “Love of things renders one blind and deaf.” 
(Quoted by Abu DawGd. Validated hadith) 

Hadith 23 




Narrated Ibn ‘Abbas: “Beware of caprice ( [hawa ) for it renders one deaf and 


blind.” 


(Quoted by al-Suyutl. Authenticated hadith.) 

Commentary 

On reading these hadith without a commentary, one question inevitably 
comes to mind: how is it that we cannot see and hear because of our ca¬ 
prices? To what extent does Reality escape us because of our attachment to 
created things? 

Shaykh al-Darqawi 

One day our master remarked during a conversation: “If you contemplate 
Him in everything. His contemplation will prevent you from seeing any¬ 
thing else. How can the existence of a thing appear to you, when it is He 
who bestows existence on everything? How can something be when He is 
the Unique without any partner? If you relate the ephemeral to the Eternal, 
the ephemeral will disappear and only the Eternal will remain. When the 
Qualities of the Beloved manifest themselves, the veil and the veiled disap¬ 
pear. When the lights of contemplation show themselves, the ascetic and 
that which he renounces become extinct.” 


( Rasa’il , letter 82, p. 104) 
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Narrated Ibn ‘Umar: “The Messenger of God & took me by the shoulder 
and said: ‘Be unto this world like a stranger or a passenger.” 

(Quoted by al-Bukhari. Authenticated hadlth ) 

Commentary 

Detachment and necessary withdrawal from ephemeral things are only 
possible when one remembers the transitory character of earthly life. Ibn 
‘Umar’s comment on this hadlth is the following: “When evening comes, 
do not await the morning, and when the morning comes do not await the 
evening. Benefit from health before illness intervenes in your life, and from 
your life before death seizes you.” 
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Narrated Anas ibn Malik: “When God loves a people, He afflicts them with 
trials.” 

(Quoted by al-Tabaranl. Authenticated hadith.) 


Hadith 26 
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I asked: O Messenger of God, which people are tried the most? 

The prophets. 

And after them? 

The scholars. 

And then? 

The virtuous. 

(Quoted by al-Hakim. Authenticated hadith ) 

Commentary 

This hadith establishes a hierarchy in trials, proportional to the spiritual 
station of the believer. After the prophets come the people of knowledge 
who are denoted by a term which has become common nowadays, namely 
‘ ulama \ At the time of the Prophet, however, this term obviously did not 
refer to the intellectual class of theologians and jurists, but to people who 
had received an inner light, which inclined them to knowledge. Be wary of 
God and He will teach you.' 2 

Shaykh al-DarqawI 

It is inevitable that the folk of knowledge and the folk of love will be at- 


12. II: 282 
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tacked by someone seeking to harm them: Such has been the course of 
God that has indeed run before, and ye shall not find a change in God’s 
course . 13 The Friends of God have therefore had to be subjected to great in¬ 
justices: some of them were imprisoned, others were whipped, others were 
chastised in public, and still others were even killed. On this subject, the 
death of the spiritual pole ‘Abd al-Salam ibn Mashlsh and that of SidI al- 
Hallaj are perfect examples. This was the case also with the Companions 
and the prophets, because the Most High has said: And with how many a 
prophet have there been a number of devoted men who fought (beside him). 
They never lost heart for aught that befell them in the way of God, nor did 
they weaken, nor were they brought low. God loveth the steadfast. 1 * 

We consider the injustices that the Prophets underwent greater than 
those that were met by the Companions, just as the latter were tried more 
severely than the other Friends of God. Indeed, trials are proportionate to 
the spiritual station ( rnaqdrn ) as indicated by the words of the best of cre¬ 
ation: “The people who are tried the most are the Prophets, then the Friends 
of God, and then those who resemble them the most.” But—by God—that 
does not mean that He abandons them or neglects them; quite die opposite, 
this is proof of a grace that He bestows upon them! It is a favor, a benefit 
and a great gift from God to them. 

(Rasa’il, letter 134, p. 148) 



13. XLVIII: 23 

14. Ill: 146 


31 





SPIRITUAL TEACHINGS OP TIIH PROPHET 


Hadlth 27 



Narrated Ibn ‘Abbas: “Whoever does not consider trial as a blessing and 
ease as a misfortune is not amongst the accomplished believers.” 

(Quoted by al-TabaranT. Authenticated hadlth.) 

Commentary 

According to this hadlth, faith is only completely realized by the per¬ 
son who considers every event which he is forced to undergo from the 
viewpoint of spiritual progression. In this perspective, a trial will be ex¬ 
perienced as a blessing because it allows a victory over the ego, when 
undergone along the Path. The trial is then accepted without rancor—and, 
amongst the Friends of God, with a certain joy—even though it is difficult 
to live through it every day. The Qur’an addresses the believers regarding 
this matter in the following terms: 




Do men think that they be left on saying, 'We believe’ and not be tried?' 5 

Ibn al-‘Arab! 

Nuna Fatima lived in Seville. When I met her, she was already ninety-six 
years old and feeding on leftovers that people placed at the doorsteps of 
their houses. Despite her very old age and the small amount of food she 
ate, I was almost ashamed to look at her face as it was rosy and fresh. Her 
personal surah was the Fatiha. She told me once, “I have been given the 
Fatiha. It is at my disposal for anything I wish to do.” [... ] 

She entered the Path when she was still a young girl living with her 
father. [Then] she married an honest man whom God afflicted with lep¬ 
rosy. She served him for twenty-four years, after which he died. When she 
was hungry and she could find neither leftovers nor alms on her street, she 
would be content and would thank God for His favor since He subjected 
her to the trials that He inflicts upon the prophets and the saints. Then she 


15. XXIX: 2. 
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would say, “O Lord, how can 1 deserve this high position: that Thou treatest 
me like Thou treatest Thy friends?” 

(Soufis, pp. 139-140) 


I 
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Narrated Ibn ‘Umar: “Whoever loves the life of this world will suffer in the 
Hereafter and whoever loves the Hereafter will suffer in this world. There¬ 
fore, prefer that which endures to what is evanescent.” 

(Quoted by al-Tirmidhl. Authenticated hadlth.) 

Commentary 

From the way it is constructed, this hadlth clearly shows the incompatibility 
between this world and the next. But incompatibility does not mean absolute 
opposition: it is not a question of rejecting the life of this world but of being 
aware of the incommensurability between the here-below and the Hereafter. 
This awareness must be expressed through a “preference” given to the heav¬ 
enly abode any time that an alternative presents itself. But in order to realize 
this attitude, one has to “know” the reality of the here-below: one has to grasp 
its evanescence existentially and not just mentally. This is why the Qur’an 
chastises those who only know it superficially: 




oSLxJl 'j* I 



They blow the outward life of this world, but of the hereafter they are 
heedless. 16 

Ibn ‘Ata’ Allah 

O Thou Who makes lights shine in the heart of Thy friends, and Who re¬ 
moved from the heart of Thy friends all that is other-than-Thou; O Thou 
Who was their Intimate before having made them strangers to the world, 
and who guided them until Thy signs were manifested to them: what has 
he found who lost Thee, and what has he lost who found Thee? Deceived 
is he who prefers another to Thee! Nothing but desolation will he find who 
wishes to turn elsewhere from Thee. 

(i Munajat , no. 26) 


16. XXX: 7. 
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Narrated Abu al-Darda’: “Verily, every thing has a reality: the servant does 
not attain the reality of faith without understanding that that which has be¬ 
fallen him was inevitable and that which he did not go through could not 
befall him.” 

(Quoted by Ahmad ibn Hanbal. Authenticated hadlth.) 

Commentary 

This hadlth emphasizes the reality ( haqlqa ) of faith. The term haqlqa here 
stresses the fact that it does not suffice to recognize the existence of God, 
and not even to submit to His injunctions in order for man to realize faith 
in his heart. The Qur’an rejects the claim of persons who, despite having 
shortly entered Islam, claim to possess faith: 

js iji jpfyf 
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The wandering Arabs say: We believe. Say (unto them, O Muhammad): 

Ye believe not, but rather say "We submit, ” for the faith hath not yet 
entered into your hearts . n 

The hadlth therefore emphasizes that one can be a Muslim without hav¬ 
ing realized completely what faith is. The father of ‘Amir ibn Sa‘d relates 
a hadlth confirming the distinction between islam (submission) and Iman 
(faith): ‘The Messenger of God ^ distributed some goods amongst (a 
group of) people while I was sitting there but he left out a man whom I 
thought the best of the lot. I asked, ‘O Messenger of God! Why have you 
left out that person? By God, I regard him as a man of faith (mu’min).' The 
Prophet commented: ‘Or is he merely a Muslim?’ I remained quiet for 
a while, but could not help repeating my question because of what I knew 
about him. Then the Prophet jeE said, ‘0 Sa‘d! I give to a person while an- 
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ihcr is dearer to me, for tear that he might be thrown on his face in the Fir<=-s 
b > God. (Quoted by al-Bukhari) 18 

1 l bere fore recognized through certain signs, and according t<— 

• , azza " patience ( sabr ) and gratitude ( sliukr ) are its two halves. This= 
//iv ;,- SOn trcats these two virtues in the same chapter of th^= 

al-Ghazzali 

The two halves of faith are patience and gratitude as reported in the Pro- 
phettc traduions. They are amongst the Attributes of God the Most High, 
and H ,$ Names, as He is called the Patient ( al-Sabfir ) and the Thankful (al¬ 
ia ur). To ignore the reality of patience and the reality of thankfulness is 
to ignore the two halves of faith. Moreover, it amounts to negating two of 
the Attributes of the Most Merciful. 

There is no way to approach God without faith. Indeed, how can one 
conceive of advancing along the path of faith without knowing what faith 
is and what one must believe in? 

Those who are interested in faith and neglect the knowledge of patience 
and of thankfulness will be prevented from grasping what faith is and what 

one must believe in. Thus, there is a great need to explain and clarify the 
two halves of faith. 

(%d \ IV, pp. 59-60) 


When faith becomes stable and the conviction of reaching a blissful end is 
reinforced, patience becomes easy. For this reason, God the Exalted has said, 
sjor um wjo giveth and is dutiful (toward God) and believeth in goodness 
(al-hustta); Surely We will ease his way unto the state of ease (al-yusra ). 20 

is aspect of patience is comparable to a fighter’s physical superior- 
i y. strong man is capable of knocking down a weak adversary very eas¬ 
ily, in a fight in which he finds neither difficulty nor fatigue. The fighter is 


18. Arabic text of complete hadlth: 
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19. Cf. Ihyd\ IV, Chapter 2. 

20. XCII: 5-7 
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strengthened by exertion, intensive effort and sweat. 

This is what the struggle between the religious tendency and the pas¬ 
sionate tendency should be like, for in reality, it is a struggle between “the 
armies of the angels” and “the armies of the devils.” As long as concupis¬ 
cent desires are subdued and brought to heel, and the religious tendency 
prevails, continuous patience becomes easy and one reaches the station of 
satisfaction (maqam al-rida ), as we shall see in the Kitab al-rida. 2 ' 

This station is higher than that of patience, and this is why the Prophet 
iS has said: “Worship God and be satisfied; if you cannot accomplish this, 
then be patient towards what is unpleasant to you, for in this there is a great 
deal of good.” 22 

According to an ‘arif, 22 patience has three degrees. The first consists 
in abandoning concupiscent desire, which is the degree of the repented 
servants ( ta’ibin ). The second consists in being satisfied with the Divine 
decree, and this is the degree of the ascetics ( zdhidin ). The third is love of 
all that God the Sovereign Lord does, and this is the degree of the sincere 
ones (siddiqTn). In the Book of Love we shall demonstrate that this station is 
higher than that of satisfaction. 

(Iliya’, IV, p. 67) 


21. Cf. Ihya’, IV, Chapter 6. 

22. Quoted by al-Tirmidhl as narrated by Ibn ‘Abbas. 

23. That is, he who possesses a knowledge that comes to him directly from God, 
hence the expression 'arif bi-Llah. The term “gnostic” and “gnosis” are often used 
as translations of 'arif and ‘irfan respectively. 
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Hadlth 30 


II 







Narrated Abu Sa‘Id: “Whoever is not grateful to people is not grateful to 


God.” 


(Quoted by Ahmad ibn Hanbal. Authenticated hadlth.) 

Commentary 

al-Ghazzali 

Whoever receives a gift must thank the giver, supplicate God for him and 
praise him. In doing so, he will retain in his consciousness that the giver is 
an intermediary ( wasita ) whom God has chosen as a means for bestowing 
a blessing upon him. And yet, the “means” is due a certain consideration 
for having been chosen by God as an instrument. This does not prevent the 
blessing from being viewed as coming from God—exalted be He. Regarding 
this, the Prophet jeS said: “Whoever is not grateful to people is not grateful to 
God.” God Himself praises certain servants for their actions even though He 
is their Creator and the capacity to act comes from Him. That is why He has 
said: How excellent a slave! Surely he war ever returning (to Us). 2A 


(Ihyd\ I, pp. 223-224) 
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Narrated Abu al-Darda’: “Worship God as if you see Him, and count your 
ego amongst the dead, and beware of the supplication of the oppressed.” 

(Quoted by al-Tabaranl. Validated hadith.) 

Commentary 

Spiritual wayfaring consists in dying to one’s ego—an essential concept in 
spiritual training—which is often indicated by the term fana’ in the mys¬ 
tical texts. Literally this term means “extinction”. However, this attitude 
is meaningful only within the framework of seeking spiritual excellence 
(ihsan) mentioned at the beginning of this hadith : in order to see God ev¬ 
erywhere, one must not see oneself anymore. Extinction must be followed 
by subsistence 0 baqa ’), which is an inner rebirth followed by the illumina¬ 
tion of the heart: 
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Can he who was dead, to whom We gave life and a Light whereby he 
can walk amongst men, be like him who is in the depths of darkness, 
from which he can never come out? Thus to those without Faith their 
own deeds seem pleasing 


al-Qushayri 

Whoever accomplishes the extinction of his concupiscent desires realizes 
subsistence in sincerity belonging to the state of the believer; whoever de¬ 
taches himself from the world in his heart will extinguish in himself all 
passionate desires. Whoever purifies his character will extinguish jealousy, 
hatred, avarice, greed, anger, pride and all the other maladies of the soul 
from his heart... 

When one removes the illusion of multiplicity, one’s being realizes 
subsistence through the Divine Attributes. Whoever is dominated by the 
Truth to the point of no longer seeing the creatures in their limitations, has 
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realized extinction before creatures and subsistence in the Truth ... 

Regarding extinction, God the Exalted has said: And when they saw 
him they exalted him and cut their hands, exclaiming: God is Blameless! 
This is not a human being. This is none other than some gracious angel . 7 * 
This anecdote evokes the rapture of one creature before another; how then 
must be the rapture of the contemplator of God? Should one be astonished 
at him who no longer possesses an ordinary awareness of his individuality 
and that of others? 

( Risdla , pp, 67-68) 
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Narrated ‘AIT: “Supplication is the weapon of the man of faith, the mainstay 
of religion, and the light of the heavens and the earth.” 

(Quoted by al-Hakim. Authenticated hadlth.) 

Commentary 

Supplication ( du'a ’) is a pillar of religion inasmuch as the latter seeks to 
“re-bind” man to God. This is precisely what supplication does as a sponta¬ 
neous prayer; it is a free petition which the believer addresses to his Lord. 
Canonical prayer (salat) also realizes a bond with God, but of an altogether 
different nature, because the requests pronounced in it by the believer are 
those formulated by Revelation. In the canonical prayer, it is man as such 
who addresses God, whereas in supplication the individual opens his heart 
to God and confesses his needs and personal difficulties. This is why sup¬ 
plication permits the believer to overcome a good number of inner obstacles 
and tensions. In this sense, it is the weapon of the believer, through which 
he can defeat his inner enemies. 

al-Qushayri 

The Most High has said: Supplicate your Lord humbly and secretly} 1 Sup¬ 
plicate Me and I will respond to you} 3 The Messenger of God p3, has said: 
“Supplication is the heart of worship ...” 

Abu ‘Abd Allah al-MakanisI relates this anecdote: “I was with al-Ju- 
nayd when a woman came begging to him: ‘Supplicate God for me because 
my son is lost.’ Al-Junayd replied, ‘Go and be patient.’ The woman left 
and she returned after a while to ask him the same. Al-Junayd replied in 
the same way: ‘Go and be patient.’ To each new visit from this woman, 
al-Junayd replied, ‘Go and be patient.’ One day, she told him: ‘My patience 


27. VII: 55. 

28. XL: 60. 
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von civ f Cly ex h au sted.’ At that, al-Junayd told her: ‘If it is truly as 

„ nH , y ’ re Um 0m f ’ f° r your son shall be given back to you.’ She obeyed 
mv cn r.°H retume( * to thank him, and asked him, ‘How did you know that 
answer ti* J etUrne< ^j re Phed: ‘The Most High has said: Does He not 
i ,c ,e . l t tr ^ SSCC w ^° C °H 0,1 Him and relieve their suffering? ... ”’ M 
He renlieri 3 "!! 3 1C * W3S as k e< * : “Why are our supplications not answered?” 
(rr 1, ecaus e you do not know the One you are supplicating.” 
{Rtsala, pp. 264-267) 


29. XXVII: 62. 
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Narrated Ibn ‘Umar: “When the servant is given a spiritual opening during 
a supplication, he should pray to his Lord, for then he shall be answered.” 

(Quoted by al-Tirmidhl. Validated hadith .) 

Commentary 

When the servant opens himself to his Lord presenting his heart to Him 
without any swerving or reservation, his demand is “heard” and answered. 
The friend (wcdT) of God is he who has received the gift of having his 
supplications answered through his bond with God. This gift cannot be re¬ 
ceived without certain minimal conditions which can be summarized in 
view of the sacred Law and purity of intention. Thus, after showing the 
path of sanctity, the famous hadith al-wali i0 affirms that the petitions of 
God’s friend are answered, which results precisely from the purity of his 
bond with God. 

Beyond the conditions mentioned in the hadith, the spiritual masters 
point out that a human being’s profound indigence ifaqa) can serve as an 
opening to the Divine Generosity. 

Shaykh al-DarqawT 

The noble Shaykh Ibn ‘Ata’ Allah has said in his Hikam, “The best of your 
moments is the one wherein you witness the existence of your indigence (faqa ) 
and, through which you are brought back to your [inner] lowliness ( dhilla ).” 31 
“Sometimes you will find more benefit in states of neediness than you find in 
fasting or ritual prayer.” 32 The state of profound distress is none other than the 
intensity of need ( shiddat al-ihtiyaj). Yet, the master of our master, SidI al- 
4 ArabI ibn ‘ Abd Allah called it the ^stress of “elicitation” because it elicits the 
one experiencing it to turn to his Lord. And our master used to say, “If people 
knew the great number of secrets and benefits that indigence brings in itself, 
they would have no need but to have need.” He also used to say, “Intense needi¬ 
ness serves as God’s supreme Name ( ism al-a'ipm)? 

(Rasa’il, letter 105; Lettresd'un maitre, pp. 132-133) 


30. Cf. no. 197. 

31. Cf. Hikam no. 92. 

32. Cf. Hikam no. 163. 
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Narrated Abu Usama: “Verily, God possesses an angel dedicated to those 
who supplicate by saying, ‘O Most Merciful of the merciful.’ To whomever 
repeats this three times in his supplication the angel says, ‘Indeed, the Most 
Merciful of the merciful is before you, therefore ask!”’ 

(Quoted by al-Hakim. Authenticated hadith.) 

Commentary 

Supplicating God through the expression “O Most Merciful of the merciful” 
implies an awareness that turning to God amounts to opening oneself to the 
Merciful. Such a supplication must be motivated, according to al-Ghazzali, 
by the awareness that the believer has concerning his limitations and of his 
fundamental neediness vis-d-vis God. 

al-Ghazzali 

Mercy requires a being on which it can be exercised ( marhum ). Yet, such 
a being is necessarily in need. [... ] Divine Mercy is perfect in the sense 
that it responds to every needy being which addresses itself to Mercy. It is 
universal to the extent that it is poured onto those who deserve it and those 
who do not. 

( Maqsad , p. 65) 


Perhaps you will say: “How is one to understand the fact that God is 
both All-Merciful {Rahim) and Most Merciful of the merciful {arham 
al-rahimiriyi Indeed, when a merciful person sees an afflicted or a 
wronged being, subjected to chastising or to grave illness, he hastens to 
relieve it from pain as much as he can. And yet, God has the power to end 
every trial, to dispel all poverty, to make all illness disappear, and every 
evil cease. Unfortunately the world is brimming with illnesses, trials and 
afflictions. God could stop them all, and yet He leaves His servants prey 
to misfortunes and afflictions.” 

Our reply is that it often happens that a mother refuses to subject her 
child to bloodletting due to her sentimental weakness, whereas the lucid fa- 
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ther subjects him to the operation by force. The ignorant will think that here 
the mother is merciful and the father is not; the intelligent one knows that 
the father’s behavior is an expression of his tenderness (' atf) and of his real 
compassion (tamam shafaqatih) towards his child. In reality, the mother 
acts as an enemy, under the cover of affection, for a passing suffering in 
face of a great benefit is not an evil, but a greater good. 

The All-Merciful wants beyond any shadow of a doubt the best for His 
servant. However, there is no evil which does not contain a good. If evil 
is removed, the good that it contains and to which it leads also disappears, 
resulting in an even greater evil. 

(Maqsad, pp. 67-68) 
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Narrated Abu Hurayra: “Supplicate God with the certitude that He will 
answer you. Know that God does not answer the supplication uttered with 
a distracted and inattentive heart.” 

(Quoted by al-Hakim. Authenticated hadlth.) 

Commentary 

The distracted ( ghafil ) and inattentive ( lahin ) heart is the one is dispersed 
in multiple preoccupations and worries, and which therefore has great dif¬ 
ficulty remaining in contemplation. And yet, the awareness of God’s pres¬ 
ence and the certainty that He will answer supplications allows one to es¬ 
cape the hold of worries and self-propagating thoughts ( khawatir ). 
al-Ghazzali 


Know that your heart is comparable to a house with many entrances: differ¬ 
ent inner states ( ahwal) penetrate it from each entrance ... 

Various impressions enter the heart at every moment, both from the 
outside—through the five senses, and from the inside—through imagina¬ 
tion ( khayal ): passionate desire, anger.... and the character shaped by the 
person’s tendencies [...]. All these causes constantly generate changes 
and impressions in the heart. 

The most common products of the heart are called self-propagating 
thoughts (khawatir), by which I mean the thoughts and the memories which 
are bom in the heart, the former being created entities and the latter remi¬ 
niscences. [... ] 

In order to free oneself from these self-propagating thoughts, one has 
to shut the outer doors of the heart which are the five senses, and their inner 
doors which are the desires and the ties to the here-below. The solitude of 
an obscure room shuts the door of the senses, and the breaking of the inter¬ 
personal and material attachments reduces the inner openings of the heart. 
However, the door of the memories will remain open. The only way to shut 
it is to be absorbed in the invocation (dhikr) of God. 

(Ihyci\ m, pp. 25-29) 
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Narrated Anas ibn Malik: ‘There is a piece of flesh in the body; if it is 
purified the whole body becomes pure but if it gets spoilt the whole body 
becomes spoilt, and that is none other than the heart.” 

(Quoted by al-Bukhan. Authenticated hadlth.) 

Commentary 

In order to clarify the meaning of this hadlth , one has to answer the fol¬ 
lowing two questions: How can the heart, which at first sight is a physical 
organ, reform or corrupt the entire body? To what extent can a “piece of 
flesh” (, mudgha ) be the seat of faith and the organ of spiritual perception, as 
affirmed by the Qur’an? This is, in fact, what numerous verses of the Holy 
Book state, amongst which are the following: 


iU.* 




For indeed it is not the eyes that grow blind, but it is the hearts, which 
are within the bosoms, that grow blind. i3 



They only are (true) believers whose hearts feel fear when God is mentionedP* 


33. XXII: 46. 

34. VIII: 2. 
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Martin Lings (Abu Bakr Siraj al-Din) 

The Qur’an says: It is not the eyes that are blind but the hearts. This 
shows—and it would be strange if it were otherwise—that the Qur’anic 
perspective agrees with that of the whole ancient world, both of East and 
of West, in attributing vision to the heart and in using this word to indicate 
not only the bodily organ of that name but also what this corporeal centre 
gives access to, namely the centre of the soul, which itself is the gateway 
to a higher “heart,” namely the Spirit. Thus “heart” is often to be found as 
a synonym of “intellect,” not in the sense in which this word is misused 
today but in the full sense of the Latin intellectus, that is, the faculty which 
perceives the Transcendent. 

In virtue of being the centre of the body, the heart may be said to tran¬ 
scend the rest of the body, although substantially it consists of the same 
flesh and blood. In other words, while the body as a whole is “horizontal” 
in the sense that it is limited to its own plane of existence, the heart has, 
in addition, a certain “verticality” for being the lower end of the “vertical” 
axis which passes from the Divinity Itself through the centres of all the 
degrees of the Universe. 35 ... It is in virtue of this interconnection, through 
which the centres are as it were merged into one, that the bodily heart re¬ 
ceives Life from the Divinity (according to Sufi doctrine all Life is Divine) 
and flood the body with Life. In the opposite direction the bodily heart may 
serve as a focal point for the concentration of all the powers of the soul in 
its aspiration towards the Infinite, and examples of this methodic practice 
are to be found in most forms of mysticism and perhaps in all. 

(What is Sufism?, pp. 48-49). 


35. This is the reason why the heart is die “seat of the vision of God”. C.f. h adi th 42. 
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Narrated Ibn Mas‘ud: ‘“He in whose heart there is the weight of a mustard 
seed of pride shall not enter Paradise.’ A person said: ‘Verily a person loves 
his dress to be fine, and his shoes to be fine.’ (The Prophet) remarked: ‘Ver¬ 
ily, God is Beautiful and He loves Beauty. Pride is disdain for the truth, and 
contempt for people.’” 

(Quoted by Muslim. Authenticated hadlth.) 

Commentary 

If the slightest presence of pride in the heart suffices to corrupt it, it is be¬ 
cause this vice is of a different nature from other inner defects. It prevents 
all Divine light from entering the heart. That is the reason why al-Ghazzall 
considers it as the veil ( hijab ) par excellence. One must nevertheless dis¬ 
tinguish between pride and self-respect, which results from dignity and no¬ 
bility ( karam ). Although the Qur’an condemns pride very severely, it also 
recognizes the dignity of man: 



Verily We have honored the children of Adam. 36 

Commenting upon this verse, Ibn ‘Abbas specified that it alludes to the gift 
of intelligence. Yet, the organ of spiritual knowledge is the heart, as pointed 
out by al-Bukhari, who uses this formula in his Sahih : “Knowledge is in the 
heart (al-ma‘rifa fi'l-qalb).” 31 In order to emphasize the central role of the 
heart in the spiritual life and to justify the perdition of those who let vices 
enter therein, al-Bukhari quotes this verse: 


36. XVII: 70. 

37. Iman 11. 
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But He will lake you to task for that which your hearts have earned. n 
al-Ghazzali 

In order for one to become proud, there has to exist a being towards whom 
this is done {inutakabbar 'alayhi ) and there have to exist [illusory] motives for 
doing so (mutakkabar bihi). This is precisely where pride differs from vanity 
( Uijb) which does not imply the taking into consideration of another. [ ... ] 
Pride is an extremely dangerous vice into which even people possessing cer¬ 
tain spirituality have managed to fall: few righteous slaves, ascetics, and scholars 
have known how to avoid it. What can be said then about the common people? 

How can one be surprised at the dangerous character of this vice when 
the Prophet jsJ has said, Whoever has an atom’s weight of pride in his heart 
shall not enter Paradise ? If this vice deprives one of Paradise, it is because 
it makes the believer lose all the virtues ( akhlaq ). Now, it is the virtues that 
are the gates to Paradise. 

( lhya\ III, pp. 334-335) 

Frithjof Schuon (‘Isa Nur al-Dln) 

Pride consists in taking ourselves for what we are not and disparaging oth¬ 
ers. Self-respect is knowing what one is and not allowing oneself to be 
humbled. Self-respect does not prevent a man from humbling himself be¬ 
fore that which surpasses him; it is far from being the opposite of true hu¬ 
mility, whatever the more superficial moralists may say. 

Modesty may be a quality or a defect according to whether it springs 
from veracity or weakness. But even in the latter case it is nearer to virtue 
than vice, for weakness is worth more than presumption. 

According to St. Augustine, “the other vices are attached to evil, in 
order that it may be done; pride alone is attached to the good, in order that 
it may perish.” According to Boethius, “all the other vices flee from God; 
pride alone rises up against Him.” 

Spiritually speaking, pride consists in attributing to oneself what is due 
to God. It poisons and kills every value, for as soon as a good is claimed in 
its cause and in its essence by man, it is transmuted into evil: it espouses 
the limitations of the creature and engenders limitations in its turn. Pride 
appropriates to itself the Divine gift and then strangles it. A good vivifies 
insofar as it comes from God—not in so far as it is usurped by man. 

Man deems himself good even before God, who is Perfection, and 
when he forces himself to recognize his wretchedness, he still deems him¬ 
self good on account of this effort. 

( Perspectives , pp. 262-64) 

38. 11:225. 
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Narrated Abu Umama al-Bahill: “The Messenger of God 0t took me by the 
hand and said to me: ‘O Abu Umama, there are believers whose hearts are 
softened for me.’” 

(Quoted by Ahmad ibn Hanbal. Authenticated hadlth.) 

Commentary 

Love of the Prophet jS is an integral part of faith as certain hadlth show. 
The presence of love of the Prophet in the hearts softens them: the Ara¬ 
bic term layn is the opposite of qaswa, meaning hardness. The latter is de¬ 
scribed by God as forgetfulness and denial of God. 39 To love the Prophet 0j, 
is in reality to love our fitra, the original nature of man; it is therefore to 
love the virtues that he personifies and which the believer must actualize 
within him/herself. 


Frithjof Schuon (‘Isa Nur al-DIn) 

Love of the Prophet 05, constitutes a fundamental element in Islamic spir¬ 
ituality . . . Muslims see in the Prophet 0, the prototype and model of 
the virtues which constitute the theomorphism of man and the beauty and 
equilibrium of the Universe, and which are so many keys or paths towards 
liberating Unity—this is why they love him and imitate him even in the 
very smallest details of daily life. The Prophet, like Islam as a whole, is as 
it were a heavenly mold ready to receive the influx of the intelligence and 
will of the believer and one wherein even effort becomes a kind of super¬ 
natural repose. 

(Understanding Islam, p. 112) 


39. Cf. II: 74 and VI: 43. 
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Narrated Abu Hurayra: “A man came to complain to the Messenger of God 
ili about the hardness of his heart and [the Prophet] replied to him, ‘If 
you want your heart to become soft, feed the poor and take care of the 
orphan.’” 

(Quoted by Ahmad ibn Hanbal. Validated hadith.) 

Commentary 

Hardness of heart is always related to egocentrism in its different forms. 
Reducing the effect of the ego on the heart is certainly a way of giving of 
oneself. This hadith mentions a means of giving of oneself as a possibility 
amongst others: generosity towards the most underprivileged. 

al-Ghazzall 


Whoever hopes to acquire the virtue of generosity must learn to give away 
everything he possesses. He should devote himself to this and exert himself 
relentlessly in fighting against his ego in this path until his generosity be¬ 
comes natural. Then he will have become generous ... In this domain, the 
ideal is that the act of giving become pleasant. 

(Ihya\ III, 56) 


52 






The Heart 


Hadlth 40 




^lX>* —o0I3 ^tX>xl/2}\ I ^ I 0yjfi> 

: ■ • •,au 


Q^w>t-ySS OjJL>- .A^!-L» dljj) 


Narrated Abu Hurayra: “Do not laugh much, for too much laughing kills 
the heart.” 

(Quoted by Ibn Majah. Authenticated hadlth) 

Commentary 


According to the spiritual masters, death of the heart is the dispersion into 
worldliness and the hardening resulting from this dispersion. The heart then 
loses its spiritual sensibility and looks for immediate pleasures, which will 
be crude or subtle depending on its tendencies. 

al-Ghazzall 


Know that what is forbidden in relation to laughing and jesting is to devote 
oneself continuously ( mudawamma ) and excessively (ifrat) to it. Giving 
oneself to it continuously is forbidden because this leads to being com¬ 
pletely distracted by play and frivolity. In itself, playing is permitted, but to 
devote oneself to it ceaselessly is blameworthy ( madmum ). As for jesting 
in excess, it leads to excessive laughing. Now, too much laughing kills th< 
heart, and can even ruin it. This excess makes one also lose all tenure ant 
all dignity. Apart from these cases, joking is not blameworthy, as is showr. 
by this saying of the Prophet “Certainly, it happens that I joke, but [in 
doing so] I tell nothing but the truth.” Indeed, he was capable of joking by 
saying nothing but the truth, but most people seek to produce laughter by 
all possible means when they joke. Regarding this, the Prophet said: 
“Verily, man can amuse his entourage with words that will carry him to the 
bottom of Hell!” 

‘Umar [ibn al-Khattab] said, “Whoever laughs much ends up losing 
his dignity and whoever jests much is no longer taken seriously: whoever 
gives himself too much to something ends up being known as such. Who¬ 
ever speaks too much says too much nonsense; whoever speaks too much 
nonsense loses his modesty ( haya’)\ whoever has no modesty has no shame 
{warn '); whoever has no more shame sees his heart dying because too much 
laughing is a sign of forgetting the Hereafter. On this matter, the Prophet p3. 
said: ‘If you knew what I know, you would laugh less and weep more.’” 

(Ihya III, p. 124) 
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Narrated ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab: '‘One day while I was entering the Mosque 
of the Prophet I saw Mu'adh ibn Jabal crying by the tomb of the Prophet 
fc5* and I asked him: ‘Why are you crying?’ He said: ‘Because of some 
things I have heard from the Messenger of God I heard him say: The 
smallest ostentation ( riya ’) is association (shirk); being hostile to one of 
God’s friends amounts to declaring war on Him; verily, God loves the vir¬ 
tuous, the pious and the obscure: those who are not missed when gone, and 
who are not noticed when present. Their hearts are lanterns of guidance, 
and they live in poor places sheltered from looks.’” 

(Quoted by al-Hakim. Authenticated hadJth.) 

Commentary 

In this hadith the expression “God loves the virtuous, the pious and the ob¬ 
scure people” denotes as saints those who have a function of spiritual guid¬ 
ance. This is emphasized by the fact that it describes their hearts as being 
lanterns of guidance (masablh al-huda ). These lanterns are the “means of 
approach” (waslla) to the guidance mentioned in the following verse of the 
Qur’an, quoted by Amir 1 Abd al-Qadir in his mawqif translated below: 
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O ye who believe! Be wary of God, and seek the means of approach 
unto Him, and strive in His way in order that ye may succeed. 40 

Thus, it is by visiting such persons, and through their example and teach¬ 
ings, that the aspirant will be able to find the path leading him from his 
inner darkness towards the Divine light. 


Amir ‘Abd al-Qadir 


This verse is a signpost on the course of the spiritual Path which leads to 
gnosis. 

Firstly, God orders the believers to be wary of God {taqwa Lldh). This 
corresponds to what we call the “station of repentance” ( maqam al-tawba) 
which is the basis for any progress on the Path, and the key for the attain¬ 
ment of the “station of realization” ( maqam al-tahqlq). Whoever is given 
the station of repentance will be given the attainment of the goal, and who¬ 
ever is refused this station will be refused the attainment of the goal [i.e. 
union]. As a spiritual master has said, ‘Those who do not reach the goal 
(wusiil) have in fact not respected the principles ( usul ).” 

God then tells us: seek the means of approach unto Him, that is, afte 
having mastered the station of repentance within you, conforming to ai 
its conditions, look for the means of approach. This means is none other 
than the spiritual master whose initiatic lineage (nisba)*' is without defects, 
who truly knows the Path, and the human limitations (‘ ilat) which are an 
obstacle, as well as the maladies that prevent the attainment of gnosis ( al - 
‘ilm bi-Llah). He must also possess knowledge for curing souls and bal¬ 
ancing temperaments, and he must know how to provide the appropriate 
remedy. The Folk of God unanimously state that, in the path to gnosis, a 
“means of approach”—that is, a spiritual master—is indispensable. Book¬ 
ish knowledge does not provide such a means, even more so since there will 
be inspirations ( waridat ), flashes of theophanies ( bawdriq al-tajalliyat ), 
and spiritual events {wdqi‘dt)\ therefore, it becomes necessary to explain to 
the disciple what has to be accepted or rejected, what is healthy and what 
is vicious in all that. On the other hand, at the beginning of the Path, the 


40. V: 35. 

41. This lineage is represented by the chain of spiritual masters ( silsila ) trans¬ 
mitting, from one generation to the next, the Muhammadan grace ( al-baraka 
al-muhammadiyyah). This transmission often takes the form of an initiatory pact 
(,mubaya ‘a) as the one performed by the Prophet jS through the pact of Huday biyya, 
mentioned in the Qur’an (cf. XLVIII: 10 and 18). 
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disciple may satisfy himself with books which deal with pious behavior and 
the spiritual struggle in its most general sense. 

(Mawaqif, no. 197) 
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Narrated AbO Hurayra: “Verily God does not look at your appearance and 
your wealth but He looks at your heart and at your deeds.” 

(Quoted by Muslim. Authenticated hadlth) 

Commentary 

This hadlth clarifies in a certain way hadlth 11 which emphasizes the re¬ 
fusal of every unnecessary complication in religion, and the return to the 
essential. The right intention—which seeks God and His pleasure—is an 
orientation of the heart, and that is why this hadlth starts by stating that God 
does not pay attention to the outward. As for the inward, it pertains to the 
life of the heart, which is precisely whence actions should flow. 

al-GhazzalT 


The Prophet je5 has said, “Verily God does not look at your appearance 
and your wealth but He looks at your heart and your deeds.” If God looks 
only at the heart, this is because it is the place where intentions are formed. 
[•••] 

Know that the terms “intention” ( niyya), “will” ( irada ), and “goal” 
(qasd) have one and the same meaning. They refer to an inner state and to a 
characteristic of the heart which is based on two things: knowledge and ac¬ 
tion. Knowledge precedes actions because it is the root ( as!) and the neces¬ 
sary condition (short); action follows knowledge because it is the fruit and 
application (far') of knowledge. It is so because every action—by which 
I mean both movement and rest—proceeds from a choice. Therefore, in 
order for an action to take place, three things are required: knowledge, will, 
and potentiality (qudra). In reality, man only wills what he knows; knowl¬ 
edge is therefore necessary [for the action to take place]. By will, one must 
understand the heart’s impetus towards that which is perceived as conform¬ 
ing to the suggested goal, be it a long term one or not. Man has been cre¬ 
ated in such a way that certain things are suitable and conform to his goal, 
and others are not. Therefore he has to strive for what befits him and repel 
what hinders him. It is therefore necessary for him to be able to perceive the 
beneficial (nafi‘) and the harmful (mudirr), in order to incline towards the 
first and escape from the second. Indeed, whoever cannot perceive food and 
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does not know it cannot obtain it, and whoever does not perceive the fire 
cannot avoid it. This is why God created guidance and gnosis. He assigned 
two channels to these gifts: the external senses and the internal senses, but 
this is not our subject here. 

(//»yd’, IV, pp. 351-354) 
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Hadlth 43 
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Narrated Abu Sa‘Id al-Khudri: ‘There are four types of hearts: the naked 
(i ajrad) heart in which there is a light similar to a lantern which illuminates; 
the heart which is locked ( aghlaf) in an envelope; the inverted ( mankus) 
heart; and the divided heart ( musfah ). The naked heart is that of the believ¬ 
er, and the lantern therein is its light [from God]; the locked heart is that of 
the non-believer; the inverted heart is that of the hypocrite who knows but 
refuses [the truth]; the divided heart is that in which there is part faith and 
part hypocrisy. The part of faith therein is comparable to a good plantation 
irrigated by pure water; and the part of hypocrisy therein is comparable to a 
wound washed by both pus and blood. The stronger of these two tendencies 
will dominate the heart.” 

(Quoted by Ahmad ibn Hanbal. Authenticated hadlth ) 

Commentary 

Among the four types of heart mentioned in this hadith , the divided heart 
has received most attention from the commentators. This heart, in fact, is 
that of the majority of believers, and the goal of all spirituality is precisely 
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to enable the believer to pass from a state of inner division to a state in 
which faith radiates within him without meeting any obstacle: “The naked 
heart is that of the believer and the lantern therein is its light [from God].” 
Upon commenting on Uiis hadith al-Ghazzall emphasizes the central role 
of dltikr as a means of spiritual purification and a path to the illumination 
of the heart. 

al-Ghazzali 

Another version of this hadith ends with the following words: “The stron¬ 
ger of these two tendencies will win the heart.” 

[One can compare this hadith to] the verse: Lo! those who are wary 
(of God), when a thought of evil from the devil troubletli them, they do but 
remember and behold them seers!* 2 God therefore informs us that purity of 
the heart and its ability to see clearly follows the invocation of God, and 
that only those who are wary of God are in a position to practice dhikr. 
God-wariness is the door to the invocation ( al-taqwa bdb al-dhikr) which 
in its turn is the door of unveiling (al-dhikr bdb al-kashf). Unveiling itself 
is the door of the great success (al-fawz al-akbar) which is the meeting with 
God, Exalted is He. 

(Ihyd’, III, p. 12) 


42. VII: 201. 
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Hadlth 44 
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Narrated Ibn ‘Amr: “Detachment from the world appeases the heart and 
the body whereas worldly desire generates worry and distress, and idleness 
hardens the heart.” 

(Quoted by al-Suyutl. Validated hadlth.) 

Commentary 


The appetite of the ego for the possessions of this world in reality is insa¬ 
tiable and it is precisely this insatiability that wears out the heart and the 
body. The mystics often quote the verse: 
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Rivalry in worldly increase distracteth ye until ye come to the 
graves. 42 


A statement has been related from Bishr ibn al-Harith (d. 227/840) on the 
subject of the love of the world, announcing what other spiritual masters 
would later elaborate: “Whoever loves the world does not taste the sweet¬ 
ness of the worship of God. Jesus, the son of Mary, said: ‘The origin of 
every fault is the love of this world.’” 

Shaykh al-Darqaw! 

Dedicate yourselves, O brothers—may God have mercy on you—to that 
which will annihilate your egos and vivify your hearts. No virtue can bloom 
before you have emptied your hearts of the love of the world. Conversely, 
all defects develop from love of the world when it remains in the heart... 

Be, therefore, as I have asked you to be, for none shall reach the Pres¬ 
ence of our Lord without passing through the death of the ego and the revi¬ 
talization of the heart, and whatever be our knowledge. As the great friend 
of God Abu Madyan has said: “Whoever does not die to himself will not 
see the Real.” 

(Rasa’il, letter 8) 


43. CI1: 1-2. 
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Hadlth 45 
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Narrated Ibn ‘Abbas: “I recommend for you nostalgic sadness, for it is the 
key of the heart: leave your egos hungry and thirsty.” 

(Quoted by al-Tabarani. Validated hadlth) 

Commentary 

The expression ‘key to the heart’ (miftah al-qalb) is the most important ele¬ 
ment of this hadlth: the teachings it contains allow the believer to receive 
that key. How should one understand nostalgic sadness ( huzn)l Is it the lu¬ 
cidity that is bom from the awareness of that which awaits man in the Here¬ 
after, and concerning which the Prophet $}, has said: “If you knew what 
I know, you would laugh less and weep more”? As is often the case, the 
teachings of the Prophet £$, synthesize multiple elements: distancing one¬ 
self from the ego allows one to regain access to the heart, which is vivified 
by nostalgic sadness ( huzn ). Nevertheless, the hadlth does not explain how 
this takes place: To what extent does nostalgic sadness offer access to the 
heart? And what is the link between detachment and nostalgia for God? 

Shaykh al-DarqawI 

The disciples of the early generations sought only that which would an¬ 
nihilate their egos and vivify their hearts, whereas we, on the contrary, are 
preoccupied with killing our hearts and vivifying our egos! They would 
exert themselves in getting rid of their passions and in dethroning their 
ego; whereas we aspire to the satisfaction of our sensual desires and the 
exaltation of our ego. This is why we are with our backs to the door, and 
our face to a wall. I am only telling you this because I have seen the graces 
0 mawahib ) that God accords to whomever dies to his ego and vivifies his 
heart. 

We are content with very little; and yet, only the ignorant one is content 
before having reached the end of the Path. I have wondered whether there 
is something else depriving us from the Divine gifts besides our concu¬ 
piscent desires and the exaltation of the ego, and—God be my witness—I 
found that the absence of spiritual nostalgia is also a veil. In fact, intuitions 
( ma'anf) are generally only given to one whose heart is pierced by an in¬ 
tense nostalgia and a great desire to contemplate the Essence and the Lord. 
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It is in such a one that the intuitions of the Divine Essence flow until he is 
extinguished in the Essence, liberating himself from the illusion of a real¬ 
ity other than It. On the contrary, he who aspires to either take knowledge 
or action separately, does not receive intuition upon intuition; he will not 
delight then, since his aspiration aims at something other than the Divine 
Essence, and because God—exalted be He—blesses His servant to the 
measure of his aspiration. 

(Rasa ’il, letter 13, p. 43; Lettres d’un maitre, pp. 51-52) 
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Hadith 46 
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Narrated Abu Musa: “The heart has been so called because of its turnings: 
it is similar to a feather hanging front a tree which the wind blows around 
back and forth.” 

(Quoted by Ahmad ibn Hanbal. Authenticated hadith.) 


Hadlth 47 
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Narrated at-Miqdad ibn al-Aswad: “Verily, the heart of the son of Adam 
gets overturned more easily than water boiling in a pot.” 

(Quoted by Ahmad ibn Hanbal. Authenticated hadith.) 

Commentary 

One of the constants of the spiritual life is that it does not unfold in a linear 
fashion and very often the believer has the impression of having distanced 
himself from God, and that his faith has weakened. Spiritual life is subject 
to the extreme sensibility of the heart to the most diverse influences, be they 
positive or negative, hence the image of the “feather hanging from a tree 
which the wind blows back and forth.” 

al-Ghazzall 

Know that the heart is tom apart by the different tendencies, such as those 
that we have seen, and that it is marked by spiritual influences and states 
which we have referred to ... 

At times the heart is under the influence of a demon which invites it 
to caprice ( hawd ), and at other times it is under the influence of an angel 
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which rescues it. But when one demon succeeds in influencing the heart, 
another demon starts influencing it. Conversely, when the heart lets itself 
be drawn by an angel, another angel comes and pulls it away. The heart 
can therefore be divided between two angels, two demons, or between an 
angel and a demon; but it is never left to itself. This is what the verse And 
We will turn their hearts and their sights* 4 alludes to. Since the Messenger 
of God £5 knew the marvels of God’s creation related to the heart and its 
turnings, he would swear by saying: “Nay, by the One who turns hearts.” 
He would also repeat the following supplication: “O Turner of hearts, make 
our hearts firm in Thy religion.” 45 

0 Ihyd’, HI, p. 44) 


44. VI: 110. 

45. Ya Muqalliba l-qulub, thabbit qulubana ‘ala dinik. 
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Hadith 48 
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Narrated ‘Abd Allah ibn ‘Amr: “Verily, the hearts of all men are held be¬ 
tween two fingers of the All-Merciful like a single heart: He turns it in any 
(direction) He likes.” 

Then, the Messenger of God & said: “O He who is the Turner of hearts, 
turn our hearts to Thine obedience.” 

(Quoted by Muslim. Authenticated hadith.) 

Commentary 


‘Abd al-‘Az!z al-Dabbagh 

he two fingers are symbolic: they denote two modes of turning hearts ... 

These dispositions are relative to the body and to the soul. The body 
comes from the earth and inclines towards concupiscent desires, whereas 
the soul is created from light and inclines towards knowledge and spiritual 
truths. They are therefore in perpetual opposition. 

The actions of the angel or of the devil on man are but consequences 
of that which we shall expound upon, and which shed light on the origin of 
the problem. 

Every man, pious or not, is the scene of self-propagating thoughts 
(khawatir) which lead him to salvation or to damnation. Depending on the 
nature of his thoughts, man will be approached by the angel or the devil 
who in turn inspires him ... 

(Ibriz, I, p. 292) 
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Hadith 49 
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Narrated Ibn ‘Umar: “Whoever unifies all his preoccupations in order to 
keep but one will be protected by God from all the worries of this world 
and the next. As for he who lets himself be dispersed by his preoccupations, 
God hardly cares about the way in which he shall perish!” 

Commentary 

One of the gravest pitfalls in the spiritual life is dispersion: nothing is pos¬ 
sible [to achieve in the spiritual Pathl without inner unification. This unifi¬ 
cation must be realized around the immutable axis of the invocation of God 
(dhikr Allah). 

al-Ghazzall 

Know for certain that Satan is from amongst those who have received a 
delay ( al-munzirun ) 46 [from God] and that he will not humble himself be¬ 
fore you by postponing his suggestions [even if the struggle were to be 
prolonged] until the Day of Judgment, except if all your preoccupations 
disappear to the benefit of a single one: that your heart be entirely absorbed 
by the remembrance of God, the Unique. The Accursed one will no longer 
have a hold on you and you will be amongst the perfectly devoted slaves of 
God, who escape the domination of the Satan. 47 

Do not think that he (Satan) is absent from an empty heart. Quite the 
contrary, he circulates within the son of Adam like blood [in the body]. 48 
Its flow is comparable to that of air in a cup: if you wish the air not to enter 
the cup without filling it with water or some other [liquid], you are wish¬ 
ing the impossible, for where emptiness reigns, air inevitably penetrates. In 


46. Reference to VII: 14-15. (tr.) 

47. Allusion to the verses, He said: My Lord! Because Thou hast sent me astray, 
l verily shall adorn the path of error for them in the earth, and shall mislead them 
every one, save such of them as are Thy perfectly devoted slaves. (XV:39-40) 

48. Reference to the hadith, “Verily, Satan circulates within the son of Adam 
like blood [in the body]. Diminish its flow through hunger.” (Narrated by Safiyya; 
quoted by al-Bukhari and Muslim). 
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ihe same way, a heart occupied with meditation on an important aspect of 
religion escapes the turnings of Satan. 

{Iliya', IV, p. 73) 
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Hadith 50 
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Narrated Umm Salama: “When God wants the best for a servant. He be¬ 
stows upon him an exhortation coming from his heart.” 

(Quoted by al-Daylaml. Validated hadith.) 

Commentary 

The Arabic term wa'iz, translated here as “exhortation” alludes to an inner 
call, giving rise to a spiritual impetus towards God. As al-Ghazzall fre¬ 
quently reminds us, this call comes to the heart through the intermediary of 
an angel in charge of guidance. On this subject the Qur’an declares, 

J/a / • /1 / » / J 
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And whomsoever it is God’s will to guide, He expandeth his bosom 
unto submission to [God].* 9 

al-Ghazzall 

The heart is similar to a mirror ( mir’at ) which, surrounded as it is by numer¬ 
ous objects, must reflect them. Positive influences and negative influences 
therefore reach the heart. The beneficial ones augment its purity, brilliance, 
and light until Truth is reflected perfectly therein, and the reality of religion 
is unveiled to it. It is to this heart that the following hadith of the Prophet 
refer: “When God wants the best for a servant, He bestows upon him an 
exhortation coming from his heart”; and, “He who receives an exhortation 
from the heart is protected by God.” Only such a heart is capable of settling 
lastingly in the invocation of God: Verily in the remembrance of God do 
hearts find rest! 50 
(Ihya III, p. 11) 




49. VI: 125 

50. XIII: 28. 
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Hadith 51 
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Narrated Abu Hurayra: “When a believer commits a sin, a black spot ap¬ 
pears on his heart. If he repents and seeks forgiveness, his heart becomes 
purified. If he advances in sin, the black spots increase and this is the rust 
mentioned by God in His Book: Nay, but that which they have earned is 
rust upon their hearts. 

(Quoted by Ibn Hibban. Authenticated hadith.) 

Commentary 

The idea according to which the heart is progressively covered with “rust” 
has been explained by numerous spiritual masters. This is, for example, 
how the celebrated al-Junayd distinguishes between the rust (rayn) and the 
thin veil ( ghayn ): “Rust stems from dispositions anchored within man (al- 
watanat) and the thin veil of self-propagating thoughts ( al-khatarat ). And 
yet, the former are permanent, and the latter transitory.” 52 
al-Ghazzall 

Negative influences have an effect comparable to thick smoke veiling the 
mirror of the heart. If this smoke is maintained, it does not cease to thicken 
until the heart becomes black and dark: it is then completely veiled from 
God. This is the meaning of the seal [tab ‘) and the rust (rayn) mentioned 
by God: Nay, but that which they have earned is rust upon their hearts; If 
We will, We can smite them for their sins and set a seal upon their hearts 
so that they hear not. il God therefore links the permanent incapability of 
listening to the seal created by the sins.,. 

When sins become many, they stamp a seal on the heart which then 
becomes deaf and can no longer perceive the Truth and the beauty of reli- 


51. LXXXIII: 14. 

52. Taj , p. 122. 

53. VII: 100. 
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gion. Likewise, this heart will not attach any importance to the Hereafter, 
dedicating itself completely to the here-below ... 

This is how the heart can become blackened by sin according to what 
has been related to us by the Qur’an and the Sunna. 

{lhycV, III, p. II) 
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Hadlth 52 


J,\ : JVJ ? ibl J^ b dlt L} : ! J\i 

iu^VTj jj>JT jb ^ ^> 

/ /- Z' z' > ✓ ' /- " / / /> 

■.•dj?# 


a ^jj) 


Narrated Ibn Mas‘ud: “When light enters the heart, it dilates and expands.” 
Someone asked: “What is the sign testifying to this?” The Prophet pS re¬ 
plied: “The fact of turning towards the eternal Abode, being disinterested in 
the abode of the unreal, and preparing for death before it arrives.” 

(Quoted by al-Hakim. Authenticated hadlth ) 

Commentary 

Hadlth 45 stresses the importance of spiritual nostalgia as “key to the heart”, 
thus giving us signs of the opening of the heart to Divine light. These two 
hadlth shed light upon each other, and it is evident that one cannot turn to 
“the Abode of the Eternal” without an intense spiritual nostalgia. 
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Narrated Anas: “Satan tries to devour the heart of the son of Adam: If he 
invokes God, Satan shrinks away from him but if he forgets God, he de¬ 
vours his heart.” 

(Quoted by al-Hakim. Authenticated hadlth.) 
al-Ghazzall 

Whoever forgets God Most High for an instant has in that precise moment 
Satan for companion. For this reason, God the Most High has said: And he 
whose sight is dim to the remembrance of the Beneficent, V/e assign unto 
him a devil who becometh his companion . 54 

The Prophet & has said: “Verily, God Most High hates a lazy youth.” 
Indeed, when a youngster is inactive, his “interior” must become occupie< 
with permissible things which will help him in his religion. For when hi 
does nothing, he is outwardly idle but his heart does not remain unoccupied 
even for a single moment. Quite the contrary, Satan comes to make his nest 
there and to lay his eggs in order to reproduce therein. The eggs reproduce 
and this is how the progeny of Satan multiplies faster than any animal what¬ 
soever, because its natural tendency is that of fire; if it finds dry wood, its 
reproduction becomes even faster, fire feeding fire. 

(Ihyd’, III, p. 73) 


54. XL1II: 36. 
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Hadith 54 
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Narrated Abu Hurayra: “Were it not for the devils encircling the hearts of the 
children of Adam, they would be able to perceive the Kingdom of Heaven. 1 ’ 

(Quoted by Ahmad ibn Hanbal. Authenticated hadith .) 

Commentary 

The Arabic term malakut y translated here as “Kingdom of Heaven,” refers 
to the world of spiritual truths and angelic presences. Ibn al-‘ArabI defines 
malakut as die world of the Unseen ('dlam al-ghayb) as opposed to the 
itutlk which is the sensible world (‘alam al-shahada). 

Ibn al- 4 Arab! 

Among all these sciences, 55 there are those which become the cause of ob¬ 
stacles for us to perceive what the messengers of God perceived. This is what 
is referred to in the hadith authenticated through unveiling ( kashj), in which the 
Prophet jfj has said: “Were it not for the abundance of your words and the un¬ 
ease in your hearts, you would see what I see and you would hear what I hear.” 
In saying this, he showed the path which leads to the station where he could 
see what he could see, and hear what he could hear. To the question of whether 
there are persons who have lost that thing within themselves preventing them 
from perceiving what the messengers of God perceived, we reply: Yes, it is 
possible to lose this obstacle. In fact, God ordered His Prophet to make clear 
to men what has been revealed to them 56 a consequence of which is that no 
obstacle to spiritual elevation can appear which cannot be overcome, and there 
can be no degree of nearness to God that cannot be realized. Whoever exerts 
himself seriously ends up by reaching the goal (man jadda wajada). As for him 
whose efforts are insufficient, he has but himself to blame. 

( Fut ., Ill, p. 131) 


55. That is, the list of the sciences belonging to the initiatic abode of the renewal 
of the non-existents {tajdid al-nia'dum). For the list of sciences concluding the 
chapters of Futuhdt dedicated to the initiatic abode, refer to our work Le Mahdi et 
ses ConseiUers. pp. 10-19. 

56. Reference to the verse. We have revealed unto thee the Remembrance that you 
may make clear to men what hath been revealed to them, and that haply they may 
reflect (XVI: 44). 
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Narrated Abu Hurayra: “People are comparable to silver and gold: the best 
amongst you during the time of ignorance are the best amongst you in Is¬ 
lam, as long as they understand religion.” 

(Quoted by al-Bukharf. Authenticated hadlth ) 

Commentary 

The image of silver and gold clearly implies that people have different pre¬ 
dispositions impossible to overlook. In keeping with the image of these pre¬ 
cious minerals, which can be purified by melting, man can follow a path of 
purification but cannot change the predispositions granted to him from the 
Real since pre-eternity. In this sense, the above hadlth is a textual suppoi 
for the doctrine of predestination. Moreover, it provides a foundation fo 
this doctrine which is perfectly in line with a metaphysical perspective em¬ 
phasizing the nature of things and absence of arbitrariness in one’s destiny. 
The following text is written from the same perspective. 

Amir ‘Abd al-Qadir 

The Most High has said: Lo! We shall pay them their whole due unabat- 
edly. 51 Each creature’s position depends upon its inner nature (haqlqa) and 
its predispositions, which are innumerable. This is also the meaning of the 
verse, Our Lord is He Who gave unto everything its nature, then guided it 
aright. 5 * 

Thus every creature possesses a predisposition which is the part ac¬ 
corded to it by the Real—exalted be He. This predisposition cannot be 
identical in every respect from one creature to another. The reason for this 
difference is linked to the particular aspect of the Real that is turned to¬ 
wards each creature. As a matter of fact, every created being—all the way 


57. XI: 109. 

58. XX: 50. 
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down to the atom—possesses a particular name that no other created being 
partakes of. This name is in fact the very reality of this creature, since this 
is what distinguishes it from others: God is All-embracing , All-knowing . 59 
There cannot be any repetition in existence. That which supplicates God 
within a creature, and is then fulfilled, is none other than predisposition. 
This is the meaning of the verse, / answer the prayer of the supplicant when 
he crieth unto Me. 60 . . . 

Predisposition is always fulfilled, whether the demands formulated by 
the tongue conform to it or not. This is the meaning of that which has been 
quoted in the hadith: “Everyone will be easily disposed to that for which 
they are created.” 61 


59. 11:247. 

60. II: 186. 

61. Cf. hadith 60. 
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Hadlth 56 
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Narrated Abu Musa al-Ash‘ari: ‘The guidance and the knowledge which 
God has sent to me are comparable to abundant rain watering the earth. 
Fertile earth will absorb water and will bring forth pastures and herbs in 
abundance. Arid earth will not absorb water, but will hold it, and thus God 
will benefit people, for they will drink from it and will water their cattle 
and their plantations with it. Dry and flat earth will let the water flow off 
without retaining it and nothing will grow. This is the same (with regard 
to different categories of people): Those who are able to receive an under¬ 
standing of the religion of God and profit from that with which I have been 
sent, learn the knowledge and teach it; or those who do not raise their heads 
and accept the guidance with which I have been sent.” 

(Quoted by al-Bukhan. Authenticated hadlth.) 

Commentary 

This hadlth mentions three categories of persons with regard to their dispo¬ 
sition vis-a-vis the message of Islam. These three categories are referred to 
through simple and clear images: the heart of man is a piece of earth and the 
message of Islam is water from the sky seeking to make this earth fertile. 
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The intermediary category—denoted by the image of the earth holding the 
water—is considered by the spiritual masters as designating scholars who 
have only a bookish knowledge which has not transformed them inwardly, 
and through which they seek worldly gains. This bookish knowledge can be 
compared to the “discursive science” (7 bn 'ala lisan). 62 

In the following text, al-Sha‘ran! mentions the process of progressive 
interiorisation of bookish knowledge, a process which leads to veritable 
knowledge for the person who has started his divinity studies before having 
received spiritual discipline. 

al-Sha‘ranI 

I have received the following teaching from ‘All al-Khawwas: “For us, the 
only true scholar is he who can trace back all the opinions of the found¬ 
ers of the legal schools ( madhahib ) to the Book and the Sitnna , and who 
knows how to go beyond the apparent contradictions amongst these opin¬ 
ions. Then he is no longer part of the common people and he deserves the 
title of scholar. This is the first degree that has to be attained. After this de¬ 
gree, the scholar will be elevated until he is able to draw from the Chapter 
al-Fatiha all the prescriptions of the Qur’an, for the Fatiha is the mother of 
the Book. Indeed, the reward for reading this chapter during the prayers is 
equivalent to that of reading the entire Qur’an. He will be further elevated 
to being able to draw from any letter of the Qur’an at all all the legal opin¬ 
ions formulated by the scholars concerning the Law ( SharVa ). This is how 
the perfect scholar should be.” 

( Khidriyya , p. 39) 


62. CUiadithlX. 
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Hadith 57 
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Narrated ‘Abd Allah ibn ‘Umar: “People are similar to a herd of camels: out 
of a hundred, you will hardly find a single one capable of long journeys.” 

(Quoted by al-Bukharl [and Muslim]. Authenticated hadith). 

Commentary 

In order to express the diversity of spiritual dispositions, the Prophet has 
recourse to an image capable of impressing the imagination of his contem¬ 
poraries. The Arabs of the time knew well that in terms of endurance and 
capacity for great distances, all camels were not the same. Likewise, not all 
men are qualified for the long journeying ( suluk ) on the Path. 

al-Junayd 

Some time ago, I wrote to some brothers from Isfahan. My letter was opened 
and the text was handled. Some had misunderstood certain things that were 
said therein, and I had much of trouble getting through the embarrassment. 
As a consequence, these people gave me a lot of trouble. One has to be 
blunt with people, not so much in order to show leniency towards them as 
to make plain to them something they do not understand, even if it happens 
that this is not done willingly or deliberately. 

May God be your protection and your shield and may He preserve you 
and me! You must therefore—may God have mercy on you—choose your 
words, and you must know your contemporaries well. Speak to people 
about what they know 63 and spare them what they cannot grasp. It rarely 
happens, in fact, for a man not to be hostile to what he does not know, and 
“People are similar to a herd of camels: out of a hundred, you will hardly 
find a single one capable of long journeys.” God has nevertheless made the 
scholars and the sages a mercy out of His mercy and He gratifies His ser¬ 
vants; therefore act in such a way that you may be a mercy for others, even 
if He has made you a trial for yourself! Present yourself not in accordance 
with your inner state but theirs; speak to them from the heart but according 
to what suits them and this will work out better for them and for you. 

(Enseignement, “Lettre it Abu Bakr KisaT’, pp. 69-70) 


63. See hadith 61. 
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Hadlth 58 
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Narrated Abu al-Darda’: “We were once in the presence of the Messenger 
of God jj-jj and we mentioned certain realities, at which he told us: ‘If you 
hear that a mountain has been removed, believe it; but if you hear that the 
character (khulq) of a man has changed, do not believe it, because man only 
displays the nature that has been given to him (jna jubila ‘alayhi).'' 6 * 
(Quoted by Ahmad ibn Hanbal. Authenticated hadlth). 

Commentary 

This hadlth categorically negates the possibility of change in a person’s 
character. It has to be specified, however, that it is the substance of a per¬ 
son which can never change, but obviously the blameworthy tendencies 
of the character can and should die, as they are more or less accidental. 
The distinction between what is substantial and what is accidental in one’s 
character is expressed eloquently by the following sentence in the text be¬ 
low: “Although a cold object can be heated, the cold itself cannot turn into 
heat.” 

Amir ‘Abd al-Qadir 

God does not decree for the one who submits to His Order except what 
one’s intimate nature requires, so that eventually the respective decisions 
of God are nothing but the “decisions” of that creature. This is why when 
the damned cry out with a view to chastisement: Oh, would that we might 
return! Then would we not deny the revelations of our Lord but we would 
be of the believers! God then counters them with a formal refutation: Nay, 
but that hath become clear unto them which before they used to hide. And 
if they were sent back they would return unto that which they are forbid¬ 
den. Lo! they are liars. 65 This is how we leam that their pretensions of no 


64. The Arabic verb jabala has the meaning of forming, creating. To the same root 
belongs the noun jibilla which denotes one s innate nature. 


65. VI: 27-28. 
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longer denying the revelations of God and becoming believers are illusory. 
If they were to be given yet another opportunity, they would not be able 
to act differently from before, due to their particular predispositions or— 
which amounts to the same—their intimate reality. Realities cannot in fact 
undergo any transformation: Although a cold object can be heated, the cold 
itself cannot turn into heat... 

Only ignorance, stubbornness, and disbelief have pushed them to trans¬ 
gress the Divine orders: had they been able to know their own predisposi¬ 
tions and what follows them, they would have never deserved damnation! 
And that which would have outwardly appeared as a transgression, would 
not have been accomplished except after an unveiling. This is why God 
does not demand any taking to task amongst heirs, to whom He has ac¬ 
corded the knowledge of their predispositions. Taking into consideration 
the initiatic unveiling with which they were gratified. He takes them to 
count neither with regards to what He has done with them, nor what He has 
created in them. Whatever their actions may be, they cannot be likened to 
sins and they will not bring them any chastisement in the Hereafter, even 
if they appear like transgressions of the outward Law, the role of which is 
precisely to place everything at its own level... 

Those who are veiled with regard to their predispositions cannot claim 
such justifications because they ignore the real meaning of what their inti¬ 
mate nature requires in terms of disbelief, transgression, and sin. 

What we have just explained is one of the foundations of the “secret of 
predestination.” However, the Lawmaker has forbidden us from expound¬ 
ing on this issue, for fear of disturbing weak souls. In fact, such a reflection 
would lead them almost inevitably to denial, or even rejection of all the 
revealed Laws. 

(i Mawaqif, \ no 145) 
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Hadith 59 
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Narrated ‘A’isha: “Souls are similar to an army in ranks: Those who know 
each other have affinity, and those who do not are in opposition.” 

(Quoted by al-Bukhari. Authenticated hadith ) 


Commentary 

By affirming the pre-existence of souls, this hadith clarifies the reasons for 
spiritual affinity amongst certain people, as well as opposition amongst oth¬ 
ers. In this sense, it brings to light important aspects of the predispositions 
of each group. Certain commentators have also considered that this hadith 
alludes to the spiritual station which souls occupy depending on their spiri¬ 
tual elevation. 


Abu 1-Hasan al-Daylam! 

Love amongst the elite of believers is proof of the fact that they knew each 
other in the spiritual realm. Those who know each other have an affinity, 
whereas those who do not know each other are in opposition ... 

It is related that ‘Ikrima quoted al-Harith ibn ‘Umayr as saying: “I met 
with Sulayman who asked me: ‘How are you, O Harith ibn ‘Umayr?’ [al- 
Harith responded]: ‘How do you know me?’ [Sulayman responded]: ‘My 
soul has met with yours.’” 

Al-Harith added, “Souls are similar to an army in rows: Those who 
know each other have affinity, and those who do not are in opposition.” 
{Kitab 'atfal-alif. p. 105) 66 

al-Sarraj 

What are the spiritual stations (maqamat)1 One can say that they are the 
“inner loci” the believer holds onto when presenting himself before his 
Lord for his acts of worship, his inner exertions ( mujahadat ), his spiritual 
exercises ( riyadat ), and his contemplative retreats. God Most High has said. 
This is for him who feareth My station (maqaml) andfeareth My threats; 61 
There is not one of us but hath his known station 

Abu Bakr al-Wasitl was asked about the saying of the Prophet 

66. I.F.A.O, 1962. 

67. XIV: 14 

68. XXXVII: 164. The Qur’an attributes these words to the angels. 
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“Souls are like an army in ranks ...” He replied, "In ranks means accord 
ing to the station they occupy. The stations are repentance, scruple, detach 
ment, poverty, patience, satisfaction, confidence, etc.” 

(Luma', p. 65) 
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Hadith 60 
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Narrated ‘Imran ibn Husayn: “It was said to the Messenger of God j~?,: ‘Has a dis¬ 
tinction been drawn between the people of Paradise and the denizens of Hell?’ He 
said: ‘Yes.’ He was asked again: ‘Then what is the meaning of our deeds?’ There¬ 
upon he said: ‘Everyone is easily disposed to that for which they are created.’” 

(Quoted by Muslim. Authenticated hadith.) 


Commentary 

The question of predestination and free will is one of the most complex ones 
in Muslim theology. From the point of view of reason, it is insolvable. In 
this hadith the Prophet presents predestination and free will as two faces 
of the same reality. However, only the eye of the heart can perceive these 
two faces at the same time, which is not the case with reason, because when 
reason considers predestination it ignores free will and conversely ... 

Amir ‘Abd al-Qadir 

If God—exalted be He—were to unveil to one of His chosen servants that 
which He knew beforehand in His knowledge—that is, what the immu¬ 
table archetype of that being (‘ aynuhu al-thabita) requires—then it would 
be right and acceptable for this servant to say: “I have done this by the will 
of God and through His order,” an order which goes beyond the categories 
of good and evil. He has also said, Have ye any (certain) knowledge? If 
so, bring it forth for us , w which means: do you possess knowledge of what 
your essential predispositions imply? Have your immutable archetypes 
been unveiled to you? [... ] 

Being the Generous One par excellence , God does not reject the demand of 
the essential predispositions or, in other terms, the requirements of the Names 
and the particular Divine aspects constituting the principal realities possessed 
by created beings. Thus He does not judge them except through themselves and 
starting from themselves. Or to put it better, you are your own judges. And the 
judge is bound to judge every matter in accordance with its nature. 

(Mawaqif, no 236. French translation M. Chodkiewicz, Ecrits spiri 
fuels , pp. 142-143.) 


69. VI: 148. 
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Hadith 61 
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Narrated ‘All ibn AbT Talib: “Speak to people according to their under¬ 
standing: would you like to belie God and His messenger?” 

(Quoted by al-Bukhari. Authenticated hadith.) 

Commentary 

Concerning spiritual knowledge, certain literalists amongst the proponents 
of a narrow-minded exoterism negate the existence of a “hidden knowl¬ 
edge” in Islam, a knowledge which is inaccessible to simple mental un¬ 
derstanding. The favored reference of these literalists is, after the Qur’an, 
the hadith collection of al-Bukhari, and they quote the following “motto” 
on every occasion: ‘The most truthful book after the Book of God is the 
collection of authentic hadith by al-Bukhari.” And yet, a careful and frank 
reading of this collection shows that it contains a certain number of hadith 
pointing to the existence of a kind of knowledge which should not be di¬ 
vulged to all believers and which should be reserved instead to those whc 
have the inner disposition required to understand it. But al-Bukhari goes 
even further, as he is not satisfied with quoting these hadith in a scattered 
fashion but devotes the forty-ninth section of his Chapter on Knowledge 
(Kitab al- ‘ ilm ) entitled: On Those who Relate Knowledge to a Category of 
Persons (qawm) to the Exclusion of the Others, from Fear that the Latter 
will not Understand it. Furthermore, it is known that the word qawm is a 
term designating the Sufis themselves. This section contains three hadith : 
the one narrated by ‘All which we quoted here, and two others—quoted 
below—mentioning the value of the shahada and professing God’s Unity. 

Ibn al-‘ArabI 

The Messenger of God has said: “Abu Bakr is not your superior by rea¬ 
son of much fasting and prayer, but because of something which hath been 
fixed in his breast.” He did not explain what this something was and kept 
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silence on this matter. Not all knowledge must be necessarily divulged by 
one who possesses it, and the Prophet has said: “Speak to people accord¬ 
ing to the capacity of their intelligence.” 

Hence, when someone finds a book dealing with a science he does not 
know and who has not followed the inner path, he should not meddle in il, 
but he must return the book to those who have authority in that domain, 
without being obligated to believe or disbelieve in it, or even talk about it. 

Nay, but they denied that, the knowledge whereof they could not 
compass ... 70 

Why then argue ye concerning that whereof ye have no 
knowledge ?... 71 

These verses teach us that people are blameworthy when they speak about 
a reality, the path to which they have not traversed and so have not realized 
it. 

(Extinction , pp. 31-32) 


70. X: 39. 

71. 111:66. 
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Hadlth 62 
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Narrated Anas ibn Malik: “Once Mu'adh was riding along with the Mes¬ 
senger of God pS, as a companion rider. The Messenger of God t3, said, 
‘O Mu'adh ibn Jabal.’ Mu'adh replied, 'At your service, O Messenger of 
God!’ Again the Prophet j~5, said, ‘O Mu'adh!’ Mu'adh said thrice, ‘At 
your service, O Messenger of God!’ The Prophet said, ‘Whoever testi¬ 
fies with a sincere heart that there is no god but God and that Muhammad 
is his Messenger, God will save him from the Hell-fire.’ Mu'adh said, ‘O 
Messenger of God! Should I not inform the people about this so that they 
may have glad tidings?’ He replied, 'When the people hear about this, they 
will depend on it solely.’ Then Mu'adh narrated this hadlth just before his 
death, being afraid of committing sin (by not relating the knowledge).” 

(Quoted by al-Bukhari. Authenticated hadlth.) 

Commentary 

The element which could lead people who hear this hadlth in error is the 
forgetting of the expression “with a sincere heart” (.sidqanmin qalbihi). In¬ 
deed, although it is easy to pronounce a formula “by the tongue,” it is much 
more difficult to realize it with the heart. In its inner realization, the phrase 
of testimony to God’s Unity may therefore be considered as the journey on 
the spiritual path. Due to the fact that it is inevitable that people lose sight 
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of the inner meaning of a message in favor of its outward meaning, the 
mystics have always avoided conveying their teachings to those not quali¬ 
fied to understand their meanings and who are not called to realize them in 
practice. 

Ibn al-‘ArabI 

When Hasan al-Basri (who would regularly deliver a public lecture) want¬ 
ed to speak about mysteries which should not be met on the path of those 
who are not worthy of them, he would call upon Farqad al-SabakhT and 
Malik ibn Dinar as well as others amongst the folk of spiritual taste (alii 
al-dhawq ) to close the doors to others, speaking only about these mysteries 
in intimate session. Had it not been necessary to observe secrecy, Hasan 
would not have proceeded in that manner... 

In speaking about the verse Cod it is who hath created seven heav¬ 
ens, and of the earth the like thereof, 12 Ibn ‘Abbas declared: “If I were to 
comment on this verse before you as I heard it commented upon by the 
Prophet himself you would stone me.” As for ‘All ibn Abl Talib, he used 
to beat his breast and say: “Surely, here is abundant knowledge! If only I 
could find people capable of bearing it!” 

{Extinction, pp. 30-31) 


72. LXV: 12 
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Hadlth 63 



Narrated Abu Hurayra: ‘“O Messenger of God, I hear many narrations from 
you but I forget them.’ The Messenger of God pS said, ‘Spread your gar¬ 
ment.’ I did accordingly and then he moved his hands as if filling it with 
something, and then said, ‘Wrap it around your body.’ I did so and thereaf¬ 
ter I never forgot anything.” 

(Quoted by al-Bukhari. Authenticated hadlth.) 


Hadlth 64 




Narrated Ibn ‘Abbas: “The Prophet p5 embraced me and said, ‘O God! 
Teach him (the knowledge of) the Book.’” 

(Quoted by al-Bukhari. Authenticated hadlth.) 
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Hadith 65 
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Narrated Mahmud ibn al-Rabi‘: “When I was a boy of Five, I remember the 
Prophet p?, took water from a bucket with his mouth and threw it on my 
face.” 

(Quoted by al-Bukhari. Authenticated hadith.) 

Commentary 

“The assimilation of spiritual knowledge cannot be reduced to a mental 
process: it requires an inward opening which is related to grace. The actions 
of the Prophet pS mentioned in these hadith, like the use of the robe of his 
disciple and companion Abu Hurayra, his saliva for Mahmud ibn al-Rabl* 
when he was still a child, or embracing Ibn ‘Abbas, are acts of grace. 

Ibn al-‘ArabI 

Know—may God support you with the spirit of sanctity—that we have 
made known to you that the Christie 13 (‘ isawi ) pole ( qutb) is he who uni¬ 
fies in himself two heritages: the heritage which allows for spiritual re¬ 
ceptivity ( infi’al ) and the Muhammadan heritage received through “taste” 
(dhawq) from Jesus. Since we have mentioned the stations and the states 
of these poles, we have to say a few words about their secrets. When these 
poles wish to transmit one of their spiritual states to someone who they 
know through unveiling or Divine indication to posses the qualifications 
to receive it, they perform this transmission by the hand or by wrapping 
the person round themselves. They can also do it by giving this person a 
cloth belonging to them. They ask him to wear this cloth, pouring therein 
what they wish to transmit to him. Then they say to him: “Apply this cloth 
against your chest” or “Wear this cloth” depending on the state they wish 
to transmit to them ... 

I have seen this in some of my masters ... When Makki al-Wasiti— 
student of Ardashlr who is buried in Mecca—was captivated by a spiritual 
state {hat), he would ask the person with him to hold him in his arms... Then 
this person would receive this state. 

Jabir ibn ‘Abdullah complained to the Prophet pf. about being unable to 

73. On the notion of prophetic heritage, see hadith 147 and 174. 
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sit on a horse. The Prophet jSS hit him with his hand on the chest and Jabir 
never fell from the horse again... Similarly, Abu Hurayra complained to the 
Prophet pj of forgetting what he heard from him. The Prophet told him: “O 
Abu Hurayra, spread your garment.” Abu Hurayra did so, and the Prophet 0$, 
poured something invisible from his hands onto the garment of Abu Hurayra 
and then requested of him: “Wrap it around yourself!” Since that moment, 
Abu Hurayra never forgot anything he heard from the Prophet jjSj. 

(Fu/., I, p. 227) 
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Hadlth 66 
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Narrated Abu Hurayra: “I have memorized two kinds of knowledge from 
the Messenger of God I have divulged one of them to you and if I di¬ 
vulged the second, my throat would be cut.” 

(Quoted by al-Bukhari. Authenticated hadlth.) 

Commentary 

For the spiritual masters, the two forms of knowledge mentioned by Abu 
Hurayra in this hadlth are of a very different nature. That which was not 
divulged could not be transmitted directly to all people because it exceeds 
the limited capacities of reason (fawqa tawri l-'aql ), as emphasized by Ibn 
al-‘Arabi. The heart may nonetheless receive this form of knowledge if it is 
vivified by a spiritual path. 

Ibn al-‘Arabi 

When a believer is dedicated entirely to the spiritual retreat (khalwa) and 
the invocation ( dhikr ), and he breaks away from thoughts, and realizes com¬ 
plete poverty by standing at the door of his Lord, then he receives from the 
Most High a part of the “knowledge from God” (al- ‘ilm biHi), Divine mys¬ 
teries (asrar ilahiyya), and lordly knowledge (ma'arif rabbaniyya). This is 
what God bestowed upon Khidr:... one of Our slaves, unto whom We had 
given mercy from Us, and had taught him knowledge from Our presence™ 
In addition, God has said: Be wary of God and God will teach you ... ; 7S If 
ye are wary of God, He will give you discernment (furqan ). . . ; 76 He will 
give you twofold of His mercy and will appoint for you a light wherein ye 
shall walk ... 77 Al-Junayd was asked, “How did you achieve your spiritual 
degree?” He replied, “By sitting on these stairs for thirty years.” Abu Yazld 
al-Bastaml declared: “You take your knowledge dead from the dead; we 
take our knowledge from the Living who does not die.” 

Therefore, he who is determined in his spiritual retreat with God will 
receive sciences which no theologian ( mutakallim ) can attain to. In reality, 


74. XVIII: 65. 

75. II: 282. 

76. VIII: 29. 

77. LVIl: 28. 
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whoever limits himself to theoretical knowledge ( sahib nazar) and demon¬ 
stration ( burhan ) will not be able to reach the state we are referring to, for 
it is beyond reason. There are three types of knowledge: 

• rational knowledge (‘/7m al-'aql): that which imposes itself naturally 
on us 78 or which follows from the analysis of an argument (dalil )... 

• the knowledge of the spiritual states (‘ilm al-ahwal ): it can only be 
acquired through “tasting” ( dhawq ) ... 

• the science of the secrets ('ilm al-asrar ): this is a science which tran¬ 
scends reason (fawqa tawri al-'aql) and which is an inspiration from 
the spirit of sanctity (ruh al-qudus) in the inner conscience. This inspi¬ 
ration is proper to a prophet or a saint... 

Therefore, when a possessor of the science of the secrets comes with a 
knowledge that is acceptable from the point of view of reason and on which 
the sacred Law has not spoken, we must not reject it outright and we have 
the choice to make it ours or not... 

Indeed, if these sciences were not negated by certain people, the fol¬ 
lowing saying of Abu Hurayra would make no sense: “I have memorized 
two kinds of knowledge from the Messenger of God I have divulged 
one of them to you and if I divulged the second, my throat would be cut.” 

(F«f„ [O.Y.j, I, pp. 138-142) 

Al-Junayd said: “No one realizes the Truth without a thousand truthful one 
(siddiqin) accusing him as a heretic.” It is so because those who realize the 
truth know from God that which no one else can know. The knowledge 
which they hold is that to which ‘All ibn Abl Talib alluded when he hit his 
breast sighing: “Surely, here is abundant knowledge! If only I could find 
persons capable of bearing it!” In fact, 'Alt was one of the solitaries (afrad) 
and this type of knowledge was not transmitted to anyone at the time ex¬ 
cept to Abu Hurayra, from whom al-Bukhari quoted the following saying: 
"I have memorized two kinds of knowledge from the Messenger of God. 
I have divulged one of them to you and if I divulged the second, then my 
throat would be cut.” 

Abu Hurayra therefore reports that he had received this knowledge 
from the Messenger of God he was its trustee without having tasted it. 
He only possessed it insofar as he had heard it from the Messenger of God 
And yet, we have spoken about the person who has received the pro¬ 
found comprehension of the Word of God, for this is the knowledge of the 
solitaries, amongst whom was ‘Abd Allah ibn ‘Abbas. He was nicknamed 
“the Ocean” due to his grasping of this knowledge. In speaking about the 
verse God it is who hath created seven heavens, and of the earth the like 


78. Such as the principles of logic. 
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thereof,? q he declared: “If I were to comment on this verse before you as I 
heard it commented upon by the Prophet himself you would stone me.” 
(Fut., [O.Y.], III, pp. 248-249) 


79. LXV: 12 
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Hadith 67 
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Narrated Anas ibn Malik: “The Messenger of God pj delivered a sermon 
the like of which I had never heard before. He said, ‘If you but knew what 
I know, you would laugh little and weep much.’ Upon hearing that, the 
companions of the Prophet p3, covered their faces and the sound of their 
weeping was heard.” 

(Quoted by al-Bukhari. Authenticated hadith.) 

Commentary 

The tears of the Companions which followed after this declaration of th« 
Prophet gS were interpreted on two levels: that of fear of what awaits ma 
in the Hereafter (ahwal al-akhira), and that of incapacity of the Compan 
ions to completely understand the Prophet. In his Ihya\ al-Ghazzall takes 
up the second interpretation: 

Know that the division of sciences into hidden sciences (‘ulum khafi- 
yya ) and manifested sciences (‘ulum jaliyya ) must be accepted by all 
the folk of spiritual perception ( baslra ): this division is negated only by 
those who desperately cling to simplistic and childish ideas recurring 
to them. They have no aspiration to spiritual elevation ( sha’w al-’ala), 
and to the stations of the scholars and the saints. 

The Prophet & has said: “If you but knew what I know then you 
would laugh little and weep much.” Why then did he not unveil to his 
Companions what he had in mind at that moment except that they could 
not grasp it? In the end there is no doubt that whatever he had told 
them, they would not have believed him. 

(Ihyd\ I, p. 99) 
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Hadith 68 





Narrated Abu Hurayra: “Knowledge is better than worship, and the founda¬ 
tion of religion is piety.” 

(Quoted by Ibn ‘Abd al-Barr. Validated hadith.) 


Hadith 69 
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Narrated Abu Umama: “The superiority of a scholar over the worshiper is 
similar to my superiority over the simplest of you. Lo! God—the Almighty 
and the Majestic—as well as His angels, the habitants of the heavens and 
the earths, down to the ant in its hole and fish in the sea, call down blessings 
upon whoever teaches good to people.” 

(Quoted by al-Tirmidhl. Authenticated hadith ) 

Commentary 

Nobility of knowledge is only understood if what is meant by this term is 
the knowledge granted to someone whose heart is illuminated by faith. 

al-Ghazzali 

God bears witness that there is no god but He, and (so do) the angels and 
those possessed of knowledge, maintaining His creation with justice; there 
is no god but He, the Mighty, the Wise} 0 


80. Ill: 18. 
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Observe how God Most High has mentioned Himself, then the angels, 
and then those possessed of knowledge (‘/7m). With this, He bestows a 
blessing and a favor, purity and nobility. [... ] 

Fath al-MawsilT once asked, “Will not the sick person die if they de¬ 
prive him of food and drink?” 

Those around him replied, “Surely, he will!” 

He then said, “It is the same for the heart. When it is deprived of wis¬ 
dom and knowledge for three [consecutive] days, it dies.” 

What he said is the truth: just as the nourishment of the body is food, 
the nourishment of the heart is knowledge and wisdom, as it lives from 
them. Whoever lacks knowledge possesses a sick heart on the point of dy¬ 
ing. However, he does not realize it because when the heart is in love with 
the here-below and preoccupied with it, the heart loses its sensitivity, just 
as someone experiencing strong fear no longer feels the pain, even if he is 
wounded. But when death frees him from the worries of this life, he will 
become conscious of his ruin: his regret will be immense but that will not 
serve him at all. He is similar to the one who comes to his senses after in¬ 
toxication; only then he realizes the evil that awaits him. 

We seek refuge in God from the day when the veil is lifted: People are 
asleep and when they die they wake up! 

(fhya\ I, pp. 5-9) 

al-Junayd 

O young man! Attach yourself to knowledge, regardless of any spiritual 
state that occurs in you, because it will remain your companion when your 
spiritual states fade. God has said, And those who are firmly rooted in 
knowledge say: We believe in it, it is all from our Lord; and none pay heed 
except those having understanding . 81 
(Enseignement, p. 187) 


81. Ill: 7. 
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Hadlth 70 
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Narrated Mu'awiya: “When God wishes good for a servant. He grants him 
a [deep] understanding of religion.” 

(Quoted by al-Bukhari. Authenticated hadlth.) 

Commentary 

[Deep] understanding of religion (al-fiqh fi al-din) is a Divine grace and not 
the fruit of bookish studying. The Arabic term fiqh did not yet signify in the 
Qur’an and Hadlth the set of legal rulings and prescriptions constituting the 
Sharl'a —as would be the case a few centuries later—but an inner compre¬ 
hension of the Qur’anic and Prophetic message. 
al-Munawi 

The term khayr , which is used in this hadlth , denotes the totality of Divine 
blessings because it is not specified. In fact, the grammatical indetermina¬ 
tion (i nakira ) expresses generality. 

The expression “He grants him understanding (fiqh) of the religion” 
means that God gives to His servant the understanding of the secrets con¬ 
cerning the obligations and prohibitions laid out by the Legislator. This 
grace is a godly light (nur rabbdni) that God puts in the heart of His servant 
as indicated by this saying of Hasan [al-Basri]: ‘The faqlh * 1 is he who un¬ 
derstands what God has obligated and prohibited. However, only he who 
puts into practice what he knows [in theory] can become a faqlh.” 

In the same way, it is related from the Proof of Islam ( Hujjat al-Islam, 
i.e., al-Ghazzall) that: 

True fiqh in religion is knowledge which springs up in the heart, and 
which is manifested by the tongue, and which is then conducive to vir¬ 
tuous action and gives rise to the fear of God. As for those who pursue 
long studies in religion, and become proud, they are excluded from the 
high station we referred to. 

[al-Ghazzall] has also written: 

Fiqh is nothing but the knowledge of God and His Attributes. As for the 
fiqh understood as knowledge of the legal rulings ( ahkam shar'iyya), 
Satan governs most of those who devote themselves to it! They are 


82. That is, one who possesses the understanding of religion. Today, this term 
denotes the jurist. 
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drowned in distraction and seek only the advantages of the here-below. 
They see the good as evil and the evil as good. That is why knowledge 
of religion has become so rare, and the standard of guidance so invis¬ 
ible! 

Therefore, it has to be understood that the term fiqh denotes the 
knowledge leading to the Hereafter which is an individual obligation 
(fard ‘ayn) ... If a jurist is asked about the purity of intention ( ikhlas ), 
reliance on God ( tawwakul) or how to prevent ostentation (riya ’), he 
will not be able to answer! It is, however, an obligation to know this 
and neglecting it leads to perdition. On the contrary, if he is asked about 
the oath of anathema ( Wan ) or that of continence (zihdr)f he may pro¬ 
vide their precise definitions though they are unnecessary. In His Book, 
God shows the path to the Hereafter through the following terms: un¬ 
derstanding (fiqh), wisdom (hikma), clarity ( diya ’), light (nur) and right 
guidance (rushd). 

(Fayd al-Qadir, hadith no. 9103) 


83. That is, the two particular modes of divorce in Islam. 
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Hadlth 71 
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Narrated Jabir: “Knowledge is of two kinds: one is situated in the heart, 
which is beneficial knowledge, and the other is nothing but discourse and 
therein is a proof from God for the son of Adam.” 

(Quoted by al-Khatlb. Validated hadlth.) 


Hadlth 72 
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Narrated Zayd ibn Thabit: “May God brighten the face of His servant who, 
having heard some of my words, memorizes them in order to pass it on. 
Indeed, it may happen that someone transmits knowledge (fiqh ) to another, 
who is gifted with a greater intelligence. And it may happen that a ‘bearer 
of knowledge’ is not gifted with intelligence!” 

(Quoted by al-Tirmidhl. Authenticated hadlth) 

Commentary 

The distinction between the two kinds of knowledge pertaining to religion 
was mentioned in the commentary on the previous hadlth. Very much like 
al-Ghazzall, Ibn al-‘ArabI warns against the dangers of bookish knowledge 
that is not illuminated by the light of the heart. However, he makes it clear 
that he is not attacking Islamic exoterism—for him exoterism is a dimen¬ 
sion of the Path—but the “exoterist mentality” which is a real prison. 

Ibn al-‘Arabt 

May God protect you, brother, from evil thoughts in imagining that I blame 
the jurists as such, or for their work in jurisprudence, as such an attitude is 
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not permitted for a Muslim and the nobility of fiqh cannot be doubted. How¬ 
ever, I blame the type of jurist who is greedy for the goods of this world, and 
who studies fiqh for vanity, so that he may be noticed and mentioned, and in 
order to bask in sterile quibbles and controversies. It is this kind of person 
who attacks the God-fearing folk of the Hereafter, who receive knowledge 
from Him (min ladunHu). These jurists seek to refute a knowledge they do 
not know; and with whose principles they are unfamiliar... 

In the same way, I have reproached certain “Sufis”; not the sincere 
ones, but those who feign in the eyes of people a sanctity which contradicts 
their inner nature ... 

The jurists I am speaking about are dominated by their egotistic and 
passionate desires; they are under the sway of Satan. Insofar as they seek 
to harm the Friends of God (awliya’ Allah), their account will make them 
perish, as we know from the Prophet p3,. M 

I have never ceased defending the rights of the Juqara’* 5 before such 
jurists and I have always sought to protect the former from the latter. In this 
I was inspired, for whoever starts to blame the Friends of God in general or 
in particular, and whoever—without having shared their company—attacks 
those who visit them, such a person only shows his ignorance and will 
never gain salvation. 

(Soufis, pp. 95-98) 


84. Allusion to the famous hadith qudsi : “Whoever shows enmity to one My 
friends, I declare war to him..." Cf. hadith 197. 

85. The term faqir (pi .fuqara’) meaning “poor in God" denotes the disciples and 
the masters of the Path. 
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Hadith 73 
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Narrated Ibn ‘Abbas: “Seek knowledge, for it is the intimate friend of the 
believer. Moreover, forbearance is the minister of knowledge, intellect its 
guide, action its pivot, benevolent character its father, gentleness its broth¬ 
er, and patience is the general of its armies.” 

(Quoted by al-Haklm. Validated hadith ) 

Commentary 

The close link between spiritual knowledge and virtue—emphasized elo¬ 
quently by this hadith —is not easy to grasp for one who confuses intellect 
with reason. As an organ of spiritual knowledge, the intellect surpasses the 
individual as such, and by this very fact leads him to transcend his limits. 

Frithjof Schuon (Tsa Nur al-DIn) 

When metaphysical knowledge is effective it produces love and destroys 
presumption. It produces love; that is to say, the spontaneous directing of 
the will towards God and the perception of “myself’—and of God—in the 
neighbour. 

It destroys presumption: for knowledge does not allow man to overes¬ 
timate himself or to underestimate others. By reducing to ashes all that is 
not God, it orders all things. 

(Perspectives , p. 186) 

There is something in man which is contrary to God and something which 
is conformable to Him: on the one hand, the impassioned will, and on the 
other, the pure intellect. For those ways which are founded on the first as¬ 
pect, the turning back of the will—ascesis—is all in all and doctrinal truth 
is a background. For the ways which are founded on the second element, 
it is the intellect—and so intellection—which is all in all and ascesis is an 
auxiliary. 

But these two perspectives give rise to indefinitely varied combinations 
in line with the inexhaustible diversity of spiritual and human possibilities. 

( Perspectives , p. 190) 
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Hadith 74 
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Narrated ‘A’isha: “Verily, through the acquisition of the virtues (husn al- 
khuluq) man can attain the degree of the person who fasts during the day 
keeps night vigils (al-qa ’im al-sa ’im). However, the virtues cannot be com¬ 
plete unless the intellect is perfected. Then the faith of such a person will be 
perfect; he will obey his Lord and disobey his enemy Iblls ” 

(Quoted by al-Tirmidhl. Authenticated hadith.) 

Commentary 

This hadith mentions in hierarchical order the three types of spirituality: the 
path of action—summarized here by prayer and fasting; the path of love or 
the acquisition of the virtues; and the path of knowledge. It clearly places 
at the summit of this hierarchy the third path, which can be described as re¬ 
storing the “plenitude of intelligence” within man. According to the end of 
this hadith , fleeing from different forms of distraction in order to conform 
entirely to the Truth is a prerogative of intelligence. Thus only the path of 
knowledge (ma ‘ rifa ) allows an escape from the pitfalls of sentimentalism, 
pious exaggeration, and excess zeal. 

Frithjof Schuon (‘Isa Nur al-DIn) 

The key to many enigmas in the realm of spiritual thought is the fact that 
God requires of men that they be pious and virtuous, and not that they be in¬ 
telligent; this provides the justification for a pious unintelligence, but is un¬ 
connected with gnosis and esoterism. Obviously God forbids men to make 
bad use of their intelligence—-as persistent error is in the will rather than 
in the mind—but He cannot blame them for not possessing an intelligence 
which was not given to them. One is forced to admit that unintelligence 
can set up house with piety, that it can even, accidentally and sporadically, 
enter the realm of what should be wisdom, although in certain cases one 
hesitates to do so for fear of being disrespectful or ungracious; moreover, 
one all too often forgets the blinding evidence that it is better to follow truth 
stupidly than to follow error intelligently, all the more so as truth in any 
case neutralizes unintelligence at least to a certain extent, whereas on the 
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contrary, error can only pervert and corrupt the mind. [... ] 

The miracle of humility is precisely that it alone is able to transmute 
unintelligence into intelligence, as far as this is possible; the humble man is 
intelligent by his very humility. 

God requires from each man what he can give; but from the intelligent 
man he requires in addition intelligence in the service of truth, for which it 
is made and through which it lives. In some people, moreover, intelligence 
resides less in their theology than in their sanctity; nonetheless the spiritual 
norm lies in an equilibrium between thought and virtue, between mind and 
beauty. 

Intelligence is only beautiful when it does not destroy faith, and faith is 
only beautiful when it is not opposed to intelligence. 

(, Sufism , pp. 81-82) 
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Hadlth 75 
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Narrated Abu Hurayra: “I fear but one thing for my community: weakness 
of certainty.” 

(Quoted by al-Tabaranl. Validated hadith ) 

Commentary 

Certainty is a central element of faith. However, this certitude gets dulled, 
as it were, when the ephemeral character of things is forgotten. Conversely, 
it is reinforced to the extent that discerning the Absolute from the relative 
is deepened and rooted in being. 

Frithjof Schuon ('Isa Nur al-Dln) 

If Islam, the last to appear in the series of great Revelations, is not founded 
on miracles—though of necessity admitting them, for otherwise it could 
not be a religion—this is also because the Antichrist “will lead many astray 
by his wonders.” Now spiritual certainty, which is at the very opposite pole 
from the “inversion” produced by miracles—and which Islam offers in the 
form of a penetrating unitary faith, an acute sense of the Absolute—is an 
element to which the devil has no access; he can imitate a miracle but not 
what is intellectually evident; he can imitate a phenomenon but not the 
Holy Spirit, except in the case of those who want to be deceived and in any 
case have no sense either of the truth or of the sacred. 

{Understanding Islam, pp. 20-21) 

What is the certainty possessed by man? On the plane of ideas it may be 
perfect, but on the plane of life it but rarely pierces through illusion. 

Everything is ephemeral and every man must die. No man is ignore 
of this and no one knows it. 

(, Perspectives , p. 188) 
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Hadith 76 




Narrated Hasan ibn ‘All: “I have memorized from the Messenger of God 
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(Quoted by al-Tirmidhl. Authenticated hadith) 


Commentary 


Together with Husayn, Hasan ibn ‘All is one of the two grandsons of the 
Prophet, whose love for them is well-known. The education he transmitted 
to his grandsons besides that which they received from their father ‘All— 
could not but be profoundly spiritual. Besides, Hasan starts this hadith with 
the expression “I have memorized from the Messenger of God ” which 
testifies to the importance he attached to this lesson. 

The Arabic verb araba translated by the expression “provokes doubt,” 
derives from the root r-y-b expressing doubt, uncertainty, confusion. The 
term rayb is quoted several times in the Qur’an, essentially with regard to 
the Book and the Day of Reckoning. Thus the Qur’an declares about itself: 
This is the Book whereof there is no doubt ... 86 

This fyadith invites the believer to live his life and his faith based on 
what avoids doubt, itself a generator of trouble. Man cannot avoid being 
confronted with the uncertain, but even in this case he will have to cling 
to w at he knows with certainty. This is how the Qur’an warns against the 
♦emptation to judge what is inaccessible to us: 



Follow not that whereof thou hast no knowledge, Lo! the hearing and 
the sight and the heart—each of these will be asked} 1 

On a higher level, the attitude described in this hadith invites man to base 


86. II: 2. 

87. XVII: 36. 
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his spirituality on certainty and not on conjecture, on evidence conferred by 
the Truth and not on the conviction that gives rise to events such as dreams, 
visions, or inspirations. 

Ibn ‘Ajlba 

In everything [he does], thePerfectMan will only rely on evidence (bayyina) 
coming from his Lord. Outwardly he is led by the sacred Law and inwardly 
by the holy Truth. If he receives inspirations ( waridat ) or self-propagating 
thoughts ( khawatir ), he will confront them with the Book and the Sunna. If 
they conform to these two sources, he will be able to make them known and 
act accordingly; otherwise, he will hide and reject them ... 

The majority of spiritual authorities recognize that a Muslim cannot bring 
forth anything before knowing the Divine decree on that subject. This is what 
the verse Follow not that whereof thou hast no knowledge refers to. 

When a Muslim does not find any answer in the Book or the Sunna, he 
will consult his heart—if the latter is exempt from the thrall of the senses. 
Otherwise, he will consult the folk of Purity (ahl al-safa') who are none 
other than the folk of Remembrance (ahl al-dhikr ) about whom the Most 
High has said: Ask the folk of Remembrance if ye know not.™ The believer 
will not ask the “folk of conjecture” (ahl al-zunun) who are the people of 
outward knowledge, for God has said concerning this matter, and surely 
conjecture does not avail against the Truth.™ 

(Bahr, III, p. 200) 


88. XVI: 43. 

89. LIB: 28. 
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Hadlth 77 
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Narrated Ibn Mas'ud: ‘The beginning of wisdom is the fear of God Most 
High.” 

(Quoted by al-Haklm. Authenticated hadlth) 

Commentary 

Fear of God must not be taken here in a sentimental and subjective sense, 
for then how could it be a path of access to wisdom? In spiritual wayfaring, 
fear of God is an “attitude of the intelligence and the will” as emphasized 
by F. Schuon (‘Isa Nur al-DIn). 

Like every spiritual station, fear possesses numerous degrees which 
can be summarized in three groups corresponding to three categories of 
people. This is the method largely used by the spiritual masters of Islam. 
Khwaja ‘Abd Allah al-Ansari, while expounding on what fear ( khawj) of 
God corresponds to in these three categories of men, shows how it opens 
into wisdom when it is taken to its highest degrees. 

Frithjof Schuon (Tsa Nur al-DTn) 

The fear of God is not in any way a matter of feeling, any more than is the 
love of God. Like love, which is the tendency of our whole being towards 
transcendent Reality, fear is an attitude of the intelligence and the will. It 
consists in taking account at every moment of a Reality which infinitely 
urpasses us, against which we can do nothing, in opposition to which we 
ild not live and from the teeth of which we cannot escape. 

( Perspectives , pp. 279) 

-Ansari 

d has said: They fear their Lord above them? 0 Fear means to rouse one- 
lf from the quietude of security by considering the Divine Word. Fear 
comprises three degrees: 

The first degree is fear of chastisement. This degree ensures the ex- 


90. XVI: 50. 
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istence of faith and constitutes the common fear of people. It arises from 
belief in the Divine threat, of remembering its detrimental effects and un¬ 
derstanding the issues. 

The second degree is fear of Divine craftiness 91 when the emanations 
of spiritual uplifting occur, which provide great pleasure. At the level of 
the elite, fear of God does not generate any state of tension except that it is 
caused by the Divine majesty which then becomes reverential fear ( haybat 
al-ijlal). 

The last degree is the supreme degree which can be mentioned in the 
context of fear: it concerns the person to whom God unveils Himself when 
the former addresses himself to Him; it protects the person who contem¬ 
plates Him during intimate confiding; and it breaks the person who per¬ 
ceives Him under the impact of the Divine grandeur... 

( Manazil , no. 12, p. 20 of the Arabic text) 


91. Through which one can lose one’s guidance and be thrown even lower ( istidr&j ). 
Divine craftiness can hit those who take pride in themselves openly or secretly. 
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Narrated Abu Hurayra: “Wisdom is divided into ten parts, nine of which 
are associated with solitude, and one with silence.” 

(Quoted by al-Suyutl. Validated hadlth.) 

Commentary 

The two sources of wisdom mentioned in this hadlth are in reality very near 
to one another, solitude and knowledge being intimately linked. The matter 
involves avoiding dispersion, which is inherent to everyday life, and put¬ 
ting the emphasis on spirituality. Spiritual masters continually warn their 
disciples against the poison of bad company, i.e., that which does not el¬ 
evate one and which invites to dispersion in any form. 

Ibn ‘Ate’ Allah 


Nothing benefits the heart more than a spiritual retreat wherein it enters the 
domain of meditation. 

( Hikam , no. 12) 


Shaykh al-Darqaw! 

O disciple, in order to be protected spiritually ( salama ) one must escape 
from people, except from those whose spiritual state is beneficial to oth¬ 
ers and whose words remind one of God. 92 In fact, people do not know the 
Tradition of their Prophet £$, and they do not know their ignorance! God 
protect us! How great is their ignorance! It is such that when they see some¬ 
one humbling his soul, they do not attribute him any value, considering him 
'is contemptible, humiliating him and making nothing of it. Moreover, with 
vds his parting from this world and its people, they underestimate 
and do not recognize in him any value, finding him bad, cumbersome, 
•ive, and they start having an aversion to him. Then they consider him 
e gone outside of the pale of tradition and to be a person of innovation 
i). They do not realize that the Muhammadan tradition is precisely the 

Advice which is reminiscent of a hikma from Ibn ‘Ata’ Allah: 

. fa & j* &L; rj fa 'sfaz n/ •#> ^ 


“Do not keep company with one whose inner state does not inspire you and 
whose discourse does not lead you to God.” (Hikam, no. 40) 
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Path he follows and that the innovation is precisely theirs. 

The origin of these people’s ignorance is the domination of their senses 
and of the material world ( al-hiss ), which have seized their hearts and their 
limbs making them dumb (and) blind, so they do not understand. 93 

This is incredible indeed! How could the realities ( haqa’iq ) of things 
have been reverted to the point that the tradition be considered an innova¬ 
tion, and innovation be considered the tradition, and that the blind start 
dictating the way to one who sees? 

Lo! we are God’s and loi unto Him we are returning 94 There is no 
strength nor might save in God Most High, the Almighty. 

(Rasa ’il, letter 28, pp. 55-56) 

The following passage is a testimony from the celebrated Ibrahim ibn Ad- 
ham (d. 161/777), a mystic belonging to the period of the predecessors 
C Salaf) who is often cited by later masters as a model in the domain of 
asceticism. In this testimony, Ibn Adham relates how he received gnosis 
C ma ‘rifa) on solitude and silence through the teaching of a Christian monk. 
By means of a simple and concrete teaching, Father Simon emphasizes that 
gnosis is based on the discernment between the Absolute and the relative, 
the Real and the illusory. 

Ibrahim ibn Adham 

I received gnosis through the teaching of a monk called Father Simon. Hav¬ 
ing visited him in his cell, I asked him: 

Father Simon, how long have you been in this cell? 

Seventy years. 

What do you feed yourself? 

O Hanlf, what makes you ask this question? 

The desire to know. 

Each night a chickpea. 

What vivifies your heart that you manage to content yourself with this? 

Do you see that monastery? The monks who live there visit me 
once a year. They decorate my cell and circumambulate around it 
as a sign of reverence. When my soul shows signs of weakening in 
the worship of God, I recall those moments, and that is how I bear 
the pains of an entire year in view of one hour. [If I can do that], 
then bear O Hanlf the pains of an hour for the glory of eternity! 

When he told me that, gnosis set in my heart. 

{Hilyat al-awliya’, VIII, p. 29) 


93. II: 171. 

94. II: 156. 
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Hadlth 79 
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Narrated Ibn Mas‘ud: “There is no envy except of two [types of people]: 
a person to whom God has given wealth and he spends it in the right way, 
and a person to whom God has given wisdom and he judges accordingly 
and teaches it to the others.” 

(Quoted by al-Bukhari. Authenticated hadlth) 

Commentary 

If being envious—in the sense of a healthy emulation—towards a person 
who possesses wisdom is permissible, that is because wisdom is a great 
blessing, not only for the one possessing it but for all those who are directly 
influenced by its teachings, and eventually, for the community of believers 
at large because its great sages revive religion even if not everyone realizes 
it. Concerning the great privilege that the gift of wisdom represents, the 
Qur’an affirms: 
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le giveth wisdom unto whom He will , and he unto whom wisdom is 
iven, he truly hath received abundant good. But none will grasp the 
message except men of understanding , 95 
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Narrated Abu Hurayra: "The believer is in search of words of wisdom; 
wherever he finds them, he is most entitled to make them his own.” 

(Quoted by Ibn Majah. Validated hadlth.) 

Commentary 

In affirming that wisdom constitutes the object of the believer’s quest, this 
hadlth clearly displays the universality of spiritual seeking in Islam. This 
universality is underlined by the expression: “wherever he finds it”, in a 
close relationship with the saying attributed to the Prophet: “Seek knowl¬ 
edge even [if it be as far as] China!” 

The fact is, this universalist attitude is very rarely put to practice, and 
the reasons for this are numerous. First of all, there is the reduction of the 
truth to the forms it has taken in the message of Islam. Thus all truth which 
is expressed in a non-directly Islamic manner will be considered by certain 
Muslims as a useless human invention, or even a dangerous straying. Islam 
explicitly recognizes the Divine origin of the Abrahamic religions, while 
quite often pointing out that everything which does not resemble the teach¬ 
ings of Islam is not part of the original messages but just a product of hu¬ 
man deviation. This attitude affirms that the message of original Christian¬ 
ity, for example, was no different from that of Islam. The only differences 
commonly admitted are those pertaining to the revealed Laws ( sharai ‘), 
which can change from one religion to another. As for the creed (‘ aqd’id ), 
it is supposedly the same in all revealed religions. However, a distinction 
must be made between the “underlying truth” and the form that this truth 
takes at a certain time and in a certain environment. The underlying truth 
must be unique, hence the Sufi adage al-tawhld wahid 96 —but the mode 
of expressing it and the means of realizing it are necessarily multiple and 
adapted to the people for whom they are destined. Thus the preaching of Je¬ 
sus, far from completely resembling that of the Prophet of Islam, insists 
on the immanence of God—or His Presence in creation—and the detach¬ 
ment from the seductions and the illusions of the world. Addressing him¬ 
self to a people where the Unity and transcendence of God were accepted, 
he could not hav e stressed this aspect of Divine nature. Without negating 

96. The doctrine of Unity is unique. 
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transcendence, he emphasized its complementary aspect: “The Kingdom of 
God is within you.” 91 This did not prevent him from occasionally affirm¬ 
ing God’s transcendence with force: “Why do you call me good. No one is 
good except God alone!” 98 

Seeking to know the reality of the Divine nature does not mean insist¬ 
ing only on immanence ( tashbth ) or only on transcendence ( tanzlh ), but 
trying to realize inwardly the complementarity of these two aspects. The 
dogmatic attachment to only one of these two faces of the Divine reality 
leads inevitably to literalism and to spiritual death. On this subject, a hikam 
of Shaykh al-‘AlawI affirms: “The people most removed from their Lord 
are those who insist more on transcendence.” 99 

On the other hand, the message of Islam addressed to a largely polythe¬ 
ist community had to pass over in silence the question of God’s immanence 
and to affirm in a clear and simple manner His transcendence. Immanence, 
however, is not absent from the teachings of the Qur’an: He is with you 
wherever you are 100 and We are nearer to man than his jugular vein.' 0 ' 
Likewise, the Prophet j&, related a holy tradition (hadlth qudsi) in which 
God affirms His being the Hearing with which the friend of God hears, 
the Sight with which he sees, the Hand with which he grasps ... 102 Ibn 
al-‘ArabI affirms the complementarity of the aspects of immanence and 
of transcendence, underlining the danger in every unilateral affirmation: 
“For the Folk of Divine realities (ahl al-haqa ’iq), affirming that God is 
incomparable to things means limiting the concept of the Divine reality 
and to render it conditional; whoever negates all similarity with regards to 
God, without leaving this exclusive point of view, manifests both ignorance 
and lack of respect ( adab ). The exoterism which one-sidedly insists on the 
Divine transcendence ( al-tanzlh ) slanders God and His messengers—peace 
be upon them all. Without noticing it, imagining that he hits the target, he 
misses widely; for he is one of those who accept only a part of the Divine 
revelation while rejecting the other.” 103 

The above observations allow us to see that it is not easy to recognize 
te truth when it manifests itself in forms different from those to which we 
re accustomed. The putting into practice of this hadlth requires a certain 
spiritual maturity and a sufficiently profound knowledge of Islam and of its 
perspective. 


97. Luke, 17:21. 

98. Mark, 10:18. 

99. Hikmatuhu, no. 25. 

100. LVII:4 

101. L: 16. 

102. Cf. hadlth 197. 

103. Tr. by T. Burckhardt in La Sagesse des Proph&es, p. 61 (Albin Michel: 1989). 

114 





Wisdom 


Ibn al-‘Arabi 

The revealed religions are diverse only through the diversity of the Divine 
aspects ( nisab ilahiyya) they envisage. In fact, if the Divine aspect accord¬ 
ing to which a certain thing is permissible in the revealed law (shar') were 
the same as that according to which the same thing should be prohibited, 
there would be no divergences between the legal ruling (hukm) of a Law 
and that of another. However, it has been well established that such diver¬ 
gences exist. Furthermore, if such were not the case, this Divine saying 
would make no sense: For each (of you) We have appointed a Divine Law 
and a traced-out way. m Nevertheless, it is true that each community pos¬ 
sesses a Law and a traced-out way of their own which were brought to 
them by their prophet or their messenger who, on one hand confirmed the 
preceding religions and on the other manifests new elements. 

Therefore, we know with complete certainty that the Divine aspect 
through which God accorded His law to Muhammad p$. is different from 
the aspects through which He revealed His law to the other prophets. Had 
this not been the case, and if the Divine aspect which is at the origin of the 
revealed law were unique in all its facets ( min kulli wajh), then the revealed 
religions would be one in all their facets. 

If it is asked, why do the envisaged Divine aspects differ from one re¬ 
ligion to another? We will respond: Due to the different inner dispositions 
(i ahwal ). Thus a sick person will supplicate: “O Thou who curest the illness 
and gives the remedy”; a hungry person will cry out: “O Thou who provid- 
est sustenance”; a person who is about to be drowned will call out: “O Thou 
who givest succour.”... Therefore, the Divine aspects 105 vary according to 
the different inner dispositions. 

C Fut ., I. p. 265) 


104. V: 48. 

105. Represented by the different Divine Names in the above example by Ibn at 
‘Arab!. 
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Hadith 81 
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Narrated Ibn ‘Abbas: ‘There is no person who does not possess in his head 
wisdom governed by an angel. When man shows humility, the angel re¬ 
ceives the order to increase his wisdom, and when man shows pride, the 
angel receives the order to decrease his wisdom.” 

(Quoted by al-Tabaranl. Validated hadith.) 

Commentary 

According to this hadith, any person can receive a certain amount of wis¬ 
dom through inspiration. The amount of wisdom which he receives is deter¬ 
mined by his humility. All in all, man’s intelligence cannot be total unless 
it rids itself of pride: “The miracle of humility is precisely that it alone is 
able to transmute unintelligence into intelligence, as far as this is possible; 
the humble man is intelligent by his very humility.” 106 
al-Ghazzall 

God Most High through His grace and the vastness of His generosity has 
honored the children of Adam and has elevated them above animals. He has 
assigned to each person two angels: the first one guides him and the second 
strengthens him. 

Knowledge granted by these two angels distinguishes humans from 
animals. Therefore, human beings possess two specific qualities. The first 
is the knowledge of God Most High and of the Messenger, and the second 
s the means of reaching happy outcomes. All this comes about through the 
jgel in charge of knowledge. As for animals, they possess neither knowl- 
Ige nor guidance that would lead them to happy outcomes; they only 
now how to satisfy their immediate needs. This is why they seek nothing 
Except the pleasurable. The beneficial remedy, which may be unpleasant at 
the time, is never sought. 

Through the light of guidance man knows that following his desires 
brings unfortunate consequences for him. 

This guidance, however, is not sufficient because man does not have 


106. Cf. commentary of hadith 74. 
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the power to separate himself from that which is harmful. Many a misfor¬ 
tune such as illness hits man without him being able to repel it. Therefore 
he needs power ( qudra ) and strength ( quwwa ) which will help him in de¬ 
feating his desires: he will struggle against them, thanks to this force, in 
order to defeat this hostility. 

For this purpose, God Most High has assigned him an angel who 
strengthens and assists him with the invisible “armies” (juniid). They are 
charged to fight the forces of concupiscent desires which can sometimes 
diminish and sometimes grow stronger. This depends on the assistance 
( ta’yid) that God grants to His servant. In the same manner, guidance is 
different in different persons and remains indeterminable. 

The two angels we mentioned are assigned to every human being. 

If you know that the degree of the angel charged with guidance is high¬ 
er than that which is charged with spiritual support, you will not miss the 
fact that the right side, the noblest of the two sides, is occupied by the first. 
It befits the servant to submit himself to him. 

The servant is aware of two situations: heedlessness ( ghafla ) and at¬ 
tentiveness (fikr ), abandonment and struggle. 

In heedlessness, he turns away from the angel of the right side. In so 
doing, he is unjust towards himself. One evil deed will then be written for 
him. Inversely, through attentiveness he turns towards the angel to receive 
guidance. Thus he shows himself to be beneficent. A good deed will be 
written for him. 

In the same way, in abandonment, he turns away from the angel of the 
left side and loses the source of his strength. In doing so, he is unjust to 
himself. An evil deed will be written for him. Inversely, through effort, he 
is strengthened by the “armies” of the angel and a good deed will be written 
for him. 

(Ihya\ IV, p. 62) 


117 


Interpretation of Dreams: 

Hadith 82 




• «'jj) 


Narrated Hudhayfa ibn Asyad: “Prophecy has come to an end and there will 
be no prophets after me. Only heralds remain: the pious vision which man 
sees or which is shown to him.” 

(Quoted by al-Tabaranl. Authenticated hadith.) 


Hadith 83 






Narrated Anas: “A believer’s [oneiric] vision constitutes one forty-sixth of 
•rophethood.” 


(Quoted by al-Bukhari. Authenticated hadith) 

Commentary 

ofar as the above hadith mention that [oneiric] vision constitutes a part 
prophethood, it is natural to envisage the role of dreams in the spiritual 
•e of the believer. However, it is not easy to demonstrate the relationships 
existing between [oneiric] vision and prophethood. Surely, it is known 
from a hadith conveyed by ‘A’isha that before receiving the revelation, the 
Prophet had a period of time during which he had pious [oneiric] visions 
(ru’ya saliha). tcn But in order to grasp the correlation between [oneiric] vi¬ 
sion and prophethood, one has to look into their common language, which 

107. Cf. al-Bukhari, Sahih, Bad' al-wahy ila Rasuli-Uah. 
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is symbolism. Prophethood, much like dreams—although of a different and 
much more elevated nature—is expressed through symbols, hence the need 
for interpretation. Symbols ( mithal) are not simple, arbitrary allegories, they 
transmit something of the reality of that which they symbolize. In order to 
underline the importance of the link between symbols and the spiritual re¬ 
ality they point out, al-Ghazzall uses the terms “homology” ( muwazana ), 
“similitude” ( mumathala ), and “correlation” ( mutabaqa ). 

al-Ghazzall 

Know that the world is twofold: spiritual ( ruhdril) and corporeal (jismani ), 
or if you prefer, intelligible ('aqlt) and sensory ( hiss !), or superior ( “ulwi) 
and inferior ( suflt ). All these expressions are almost equivalent: only the 
points of view differ. [... ] 

The sensible world is a point of support for elevating (rnarqdt) oneself 
towards the intelligible world. Were there no link ( ittisal) and correspon¬ 
dence ( munasaba ) between them, the way to reach there would have been 
closed. And if this had not been possible, no one would have been elevated 
towards the Presence of the Lord nor would anyone have been drawn nigh 
unto Him. [... ] 

Di vi ne Mercy has established a parallel relation (homology) (< muwazana ) 
between the visible world and the celestial kingdom. As a consequence, 
there is nothing in the former which is not a symbol ( mithal) of something 
in the latter. It is possible for a single earthly thing to be a symbol of several 
things of the celestial world, and conversely a single thing of the celestial 
world can be represented by several symbols of the visible world. A thing 
is a symbol of another if the former represents the latter by virtue of a si¬ 
militude ( mumathala ) and if it corresponds to it by virtue of a certain cor¬ 
relation (mutabaqa). 

( Mishkat , pp. 70-71) 
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Hadlth 84 
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Narrated Abu Hurayra: “In dreams, milk corresponds to the primordial na¬ 
ture.” 

(Quoted by al-Bazzar. Authenticated hadlth) 


Hadlth 85 
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Narrated ‘Abd Allah ibn ‘Amr ibn al-‘As: “I saw myself in a dream licking 
my two fingers: on one of them there was butter and on the other honey. 
Upon waking, I related this to the Messenger of God pj who told me, ‘You 
will be able to read the two books: the Torah and the Qur’an.’ And this is 
what happened eventually.” 

(Quoted by Ahmad ibn Hanbal. Validated hadlth.) 

Commentary 

Tie understanding of the message sent by God to a servant by means of 
dream requires, as we have seen, an interpretation. The latter consists 
i linking the tangible symbol to the spiritual reality which it symbolizes, 
bus the first hadlth teaches us that milk in a vision is the symbol of the 
primordial nature (fitra ). The Qur’an also gives some examples of this in¬ 
terpretative process, notably with regards to the prophet Yusuf who had 
received the gift of interpreting dreams or parables (fa ’wll al-ahadlth): m in 
his dream, the stars symbolize his parents and his brothers. 109 This "transpo¬ 
sition” from the tangible to the intelligible is called i'tibar by al-Ghazzall, 


108. Cf. XII: 6. 

109. Xn: 100. 
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who considers it to be essentially the same process as that through which 
the symbols of the revealed Book should be interpreted. This kinship in the 
interpretative process is therefore underlined by the hadith which affirms 
that “a believer’s vision is a message granted to the servant by his Lord dur¬ 
ing sleep.” The Arabic term kalam translated here as “message" is the same 
as that which denotes the Divine Word. 

Al-Ghazzali nevertheless specifies that the interpretation of the Book 
does not imply at all the rejection of the literal meaning of its verses. 

al-Ghazzall 

From the above elements and the symbolic interpretation do not deduce 
that I would allow myself to reject the literal meaning and that I would be 
convinced of their falsity. This would lead me to maintain that Moses did 
not have any “sandals” and that he did not hear God say to him: ‘Take off 
your sandals!” 110 God forbid! The negation of the literal sense is the opinion 
of the batiniyya who are truly one-eyed and see only one of the two worlds; 
they ignore the homology existing between the two and do not understand 
it. Reversely, the negation of the secrets [contained in the Revelation] is 
the position of the crude literalists ( hashwiyya ). Thus whoever isolates the 
apparent meaning is a literalist and whoever isolates the hidden meaning is 
a batinl , whereas whoever unites the two is perfect [in his interpretation]. 
This is why the Prophet has said: ‘The Qur’an has an interior (batn) 
and an exterior (zahr), a limit (hadd) and a point of ascension ( matla' or 
matli')."" 1 

I would therefore say that Moses understood that the order to take off 
his sandals meant the rejection of both worlds; he then obeyed the outward 
meaning by taking them off, and the inward meaning by rejecting both 
worlds. This is what it means to practice the “transposition” ( i'tibar ), that 
is, passing from one thing to another: from the literal meaning to the pro¬ 
found meaning. 

C Mishkat , p. 77) 


110. A reference to the Divine injunction received by Moses when he came near 
the burning bush: Lo! I am thy Lord, So take off thy shoes, for lo! thou art in the 
holy valley ofTuwa. (XX: 12) 

111. See hadith 135. 
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Hadlth 86 
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Narrated Abu Hurayra: “When one of you has had a good dream, he should 
interpret and share it with the others. But whoever has a bad dream should 
neither interpret it nor share it.” 

(Quoted by al-Tirmidhl. Validated hadlth ) 

Commentary 

A bad dream ( ru’ya qablha) is one which announces a misfortune and 
brings distress (ru'ya muhzina ); speaking about it and attempting to in¬ 
terpret it implies according too great an importance to it, and to contribute 
involuntarily to its realization. 

‘Abd al-‘AzTz al-Dabbagh 

I asked [‘Abd al-‘Az!z al-Dabbagh] about distressing dreams ( ru'ya 
muhzina)', under what conditions are they harmful and under which ones 
are they not? I told him the story of a woman who dreamt that her house 
was destroyed and her newborn baby was one-eyed; when she had this 
dream her husband was away on a trading trip. She related this dream to the 
Prophet fcj who told her: “Your husband will arrive safe and sound, God 
filing, and your child will be healthy.” At first, the woman looked for the 
>phet j~£ but did not find him; then she related her dream to ‘A’isha 
d told her: “If your dream is authentic, your husband will die and you 
1 bring to life a wicked child!” When the Prophet & returned, ‘A’isha 
ormed him about the dream as well as her interpretation. Then he re- 
toached her: “O ‘A’isha! When you interpret the dream of a believer, do it 
in a positive sense, for a dream is realized according to the interpretation it 
has received!” Ibn Hajar confirms that this hadlth is quoted by Dariml and 
its chain is valid. 

Shaykh al-Dabbagh said: ‘The distressful dream is a warning ( tanbih ) 
from God for His servant as well as a test ( ikhtibar ): will he remain turned 
towards his Creator or will he distance himself from Him? The servant 
who is firmly attached to the Most High does not pay any attention to the 
distressing dream because he knows that everything comes from Him who 
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is in charge of everything and that the dream in question has no effect on 
him. Therefore he will not give any importance to it. The distressing dream 
will not harm such a person.” 

(Ibrlz, I, pp. 246-247) 
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Narrated al-Barra’ ibn ‘Azib: “The Prophet said to [the poet] Hassan: 
‘Compose a poem to scoff them, and may Gabriel assist you!’” 

(Quoted by al-Bukhari. Authenticated hadlth) 
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rated ‘A’isha: “The Prophet ^5 used to put in his mosque a pulpit ( min- 
) at Hassan’s disposal. The latter would stand on it and then would 
use God and the Messenger of God £ 5 . The Prophet j§5 would say about 
Am: 'Verily, God assists Hassan through the Holy Spirit when he praises 
the Messenger of God.’” 

(Quoted by al-Tirmidhi. Authenticated hadlth) 


Commentary 

These two hadlth are important in more than one way. They insist on the 
possibility that a poem can come from heavenly inspiration, and that this 
heavenly inspiration—besides emanating from the Holy Spirit (al-Ruh al- 
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qudus) —is not reserved exclusively for the Prophets. For many commenta¬ 
tors, the Holy Spirit is none other than the angel Gabriel. This identification 
is confirmed by looking at the two hadith. A verse mentioning the revela¬ 
tion of the Qur’an also supports the meaning of this identification: Say: The 
holy Spirit hath delivered it from thy Lord with the Truth ... 112 

One of the most celebrated poems of the Muslim world remains al-Bur- 
da written by Shaykh Sharaf al-DIn al-BusTri (d. 694/1294). This beautiful 
praise of the Prophet & owes its fame to both its intrinsic value and the 
circumstances surrounding its composition. It is related that, affected by 
hemiplegia, Busin dreamt of the Prophet, who put his hand on the para¬ 
lyzed spot and covered it with his mantle ( burda ). When he woke up he 
realized he had miraculously been healed. Even though Busin was discrete 
about what had happened, the news spread rapidly and his poem received 
the title Burdat al-madlh. This long poem of 160 verses is still commonly 
read and sung to this day during religious celebrations. 

Ibn al-‘Arabi 

There was amongst us in Damascus a gracious ( min ahl al-fadl), cultivated 
and, pious man, whose name was Yahya ibn al-Akhfash. He was originally 
from Marrakech where his father taught Arabic. Once when I was in Da¬ 
mascus, he wrote to me the following letter: “My friend in God, yesterday I 
saw the Prophet in my dream. The scene took place in the Great Mosque 
of Damascus. He was standing before the place of sermons (maqsurat 
al-khataba), which is situated beside the box containing the copy of the 
Qur’an attributed to ‘Uthman. People pushed forward in order to pay al¬ 
legiance to him. I waited until the crowd became smaller and then I went 
before him and took his hand [to pay my allegiance]. He told me: ‘Do you 
know Muhammad?’ I asked him which one he meant, and he told me: ‘Ibn 
al-‘ArabI.’ I replied, ‘Yes, I know him.’ Then he said to me: ‘We have a 
task to entrust to him. Tell him that the Messenger of God asked him to 
carry out the command which he received. As for you, be his companion, 
you will benefit from it. Tell him: the Messenger of God asks you to praise 
the Helpers (Ansar) and especially Sa‘d ibn ‘Ubada. Then the Prophet 
called Hassan ibn Thabit and told him: ‘O Hassan, teach him a verse which 
he will transmit to Muhammad Ibn al-‘Arabi and based on which the lat¬ 
ter will compose his poem in keeping with its rhyme and meter.’ Hassan 
turned to me and said: ‘O Yahya, this is for you: 



112. XVI: 102. 
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My sleepless nights are spent in my weeping and my pious visits 
My tears are my hope and my sole refuge. ’ 

He repeated this verse to me until I memorized it. Then the Messenger 
of God p*. told me: ‘When he has composed this praise of the Helpers, 
transcribe it in your most beautiful handwriting and bring it on Thursday 
evening to the tomb you call qabr as-sitt ; there you will find a man named 
Hamid, give him this poem.”’ 

{Fut., I, pp. 196-8 [O.Y.]) 
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Narrated Ubayy: “Verily, there is wisdom in poetry.” 

(Quoted by al-Bukhari. Authenticated hadlth) 

Commentary 

Poetry allows the masters of the Path to express truths which are sometimes 
too subtle to fit into the “mold of common language.” Wisdom—and there¬ 
fore knowledge also—surpasses ordinary understanding and certain of its 
modes cannot be mentioned except through allusions. It must be added that 
the rhyme and the sonorities of a poem as well as the beauty and harmony 
attached to it contribute to the transmission of a wisdom which would oth¬ 
erwise remain incommunicable. 

Ibn al-‘ArabT 

Know that this poem—like all the poems that begin each chapter of this 
book—does not aim to express synthetically that which will be expounded 
in prose in the chapter, the poem is in itself part of the treatise. [What is 
taught by the poem] is therefore not repeated in the prose that follows. 
Thus, one must equally turn one’s attention to the poetry as well as th< 
prose contained in this work. The poems of this book in fact contain origi 
nal and independent matters ( masa’it) which are not found in the prose. 
There is, however, a link (mbit) between these different matters. A treatise 
on man, for example, is inseparable from a treatise on the animal kingdom, 
since man shares with the animals the senses; and finally, it is inseparable 
from a treatise on the mineral world, since man too possesses certain parts 
of the body which are insensible like the nails and the hair... Every exist¬ 
ing thing maintains a relationship (irtibat) with another. This is so even 
between the Lord and the servant, for the creature cannot be envisaged but 
in relation to the Creator, and inversely. 

(Fut., II, p. 665) 
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Narrated Abu Hurayra: ‘The most truthful word pronounced by a poet was 
that of Labld: “Except God, is not everything unreal (fed///)?” 

(Quoted by al-Bukhari. Authenticated hadlth.) 

Commentary 

The illusory character of the world is a recurring theme in the teachings 
of the spiritual masters. This can be easily understood since spirituality 
consists precisely in getting rid of the illusion which tends to attribute to 
Creation—which in that capacity is ephemeral and transitory—a stability 
and a reality befitting only that which is eternal. In this sense, not only the 
external world but also the ego is illusory. 

Hence, it is not out of place to ponder on the status of this cosmic and 
egocentric "double illusion.” At first, one can oppose the word of Lablb by 
the verse from the Qur’an: Lord! Thou did not create this in vain (batilan) 113 
which seems to express a truth altogether contrary to that which is con¬ 
tained in the words of the poet. In fact, we find the same term batil in both 
citations, and in both instances it is applied to Creation. However, the two 
usages of this term are not antithetical as long as we understand that the il¬ 
lusory existence of the world and of the ego is not pure nothingness, which 
would, properly speaking, amount to nonsense. If Creation considered in 
itself appears as devoid of reality, it is also, with respect to existence, a 
plane of reflection of the Divine qualities, a mirror of theophanies. 

It is this aspect of things that constituted the major theme of the dia¬ 
logue between Ibn al-‘ArabI and the Prophet Harun during their spiritual 
encounter during his “ascension” ( mi'rdj): 

I told him: "O Harun, certain men of knowledge claim that as far as 
they are concerned existence is annihilated and that they only see God. 
According to them, the world no longer has any reality and nothing 
justifies their paying attention to someone else beside God. And yet, it 
is certain that their spiritual degree cannot equal yours and your likes: 
make not my enemies rejoice over me. 114 For this reason, you take heed 


113. Ill: 191. 

114. VII: 150. 
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of your enemies. Your spiritual type ( hat) is therefore quite different 
from that of these men of knowledge.” Harun replied: “These men of 
knowledge are truthful, for they have said nothing but what their own 
existence conferred upon them. So, does everything in the world that 
ceases to exist in their eyes effectively cease to be?” I did not reply. 
Then he said: ‘The limitation of their knowledge with regards to the 
veritable nature of things is proportional to what escapes them. What 
they are missing with respect to the science of Divine Reality ( al-Haqq) 
is in proportion to that which is veiled from the reality of the world. In 
its totality, the world is nothing but the theophany of the Divine Reality 
for whomever knows It.” 115 

In another text, Ibn al-‘Arabi explains that God possesses a “particular 
Face” in everything that exists, and that this is precisely what allows a 
creature to be: 

Nothing can be deprived of a “face” of God—Exalted is He. He is the 
reality of that face. If this were not so, He would not be [the only] di¬ 
vinity and the world would be sufficient unto itself, which is however 
impossible. 

(Fut., II, p. 299) 


115. This text contains allusions which are impossible to render into French (or 
English-editor’s note). Thus by “knowledge” we translate the term 'ilm and by 
“world” the term ‘d/am. These two terms come from the same root, which suggests 
the idea that the world is a support for the knowledge of God. 
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Narrated Abu al-Darda’: “Those who are given the highest spiritual degree 
are those who practice the invocation of God.” 

(Quoted by al-BayhaqT. Validated hadith.) 

Commentary 

The term dhikr , which we have translated as “invocation,” can also be 
translated as “remembrance,” “reminder,” or “mention.” In order to respect 
this polysemy, the following phrase can be used as a definition: [Dhikr is 
the] remembrance of God through the repetition of a sacred formula. 

After reading this hadith, one may ask: “How does invocation confer 
the highest degree of spirituality?” This question can also be formulated 
in the following way: “Why does the repetition of the Divine Name or the 
Shahada—and not another rite—confer the highest degree of spirituality?” 

This hadith in itself clarifies the meanings of the Qur’anic verse affirm¬ 
ing the primacy of the invocation: 



Surely prayer keeps away from indecency and evil, and certainly the 
remembrance of God is the greatest." 6 

Nevertheless, in order to reply to the twofold question, one has to look into 
the nature and the role of invocation in the spiritual path. For this, it is nec¬ 
essary to clarify the role of invocation in surpassing the limits of the mind, 
a process through which access to the heart becomes possible. 

Martin Lings (Abu Bakr Siraj al-Din) 

All doctrine is related to the mind; but mystical doctrine, which corresponds 
to the Lore of Certainty, is a summons to the mind to transcend itself. The 


116. XXIX: 45. 
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Divine Name Allah is the synthesis of all truth and therefore the root of all 
doctrine, and as such it offers certainty to the Heart and to those elements 
of the soul which are nearest to the Heart. But being a synthesis, it cannot 
in itself meet the needs of the mind; and so, in order that the whole intel¬ 
ligence including the mind may participate in the spiritual path, the Name 
as it were holds out a hand to the mental faculties, an extension of itself 
which offers them lore as well as certainty and which, in addition to being 
a synthesis, has an analytical aspect on which it can work. The extension 
of the Name is the divinely revealed testification ( shahada ) that there is no 
god but God (let ildha ilia ’Llah). ni 

No god but God: for the mind it is a formulation of truth; for the will 
it is an injunction with regard to truth; but for the Heart and its intuitive 
prolongations of certainty it is a single synthesis, a Name of Truth, belong¬ 
ing as such to the highest category of Divine Names. This synthetic aspect 
makes itself felt even when the Shahada is taken in its analytical sense, for 
the synthesis is always there in the background, ever ready as it were to 
reabsorb the formulation back into itself. Thus while necessarily inviting 
analysis, as it must, the Shahada seems in a sense to defy analysis. It is 
both open and closed, obvious and enigmatic; and even in its obviousness 
it is something of a stranger to the mind which it dazzles with its exceeding 
simplicity and clarity, just as it also dazzles because it reverberates with 
hidden implications. 

(What is Sufism?, pp. 63-64) 


117. One of the reasons why the Name as an invocation is ‘greatest’ is that by re¬ 
fusing to address itself to the mind, it compels the centre of consciousness to recede 
inwards in the direction of the Heart. (M.L.) 
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Narrated Shaddad ibn Aws: “We were in the company of the Prophet pS 
when he asked: ‘Is there any stranger amongst you?’ by which he meant 
the People of the Book. We replied: ‘No, O Messenger of God.’ He then 
ordered the door to be closed and said: ‘Raise your hands and say: La ilaha 
illa-Llah.' We raised our hands for a moment, then the Messenger of God 
& lowered his hands and said: ‘Praise belongs to God! O God, Thou hast 
sent me with this word. Thou hast ordered me to repeat it and promised me 
Paradise for it. Verily, Thou never breakest Thy promise.’ Then he told us: 
‘Rejoice, for in truth God has forgiven you.’” 

(Quoted by al-Hakim. Authenticated hadlth.) 

Commentary 

The Sufi path is based on the transmission of invocatory formulae. In order 
to be recited according to all the required spiritual conditions, these formu¬ 
lae have to be received through a chain of transmission ( silsila ) going back 
to the Prophet. This hadlth is often considered a textual proof for the reality 
of such a transmission. 

Shaykh al-‘AlawI 

This hadlth constitutes the first link in the chain of transmission of the 
teaching of the Sufis. The Prophet & ordered that the door be locked be¬ 
fore he instructed the Companions in a group and asked them: “Are there 
any strangers amongst you?” in order to indicate that the path of the Sufis 
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is founded on secrecy. Those who are strangers [to the path] and who do 
not believe in it cannot be present at such an instruction; their absence is 
necessary because their lack of qualification might lead them to denigrate 
what they witness therein. 

(Qawl, p. 37) 
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‘All narrated that he asked the Prophet £?/. “O Messenger of God, indicate 
to me the shortest way leading to God, the easiest one for His worshippers 
and the most elevated one in the eyes of the Exalted.” The Prophet j§F, re¬ 
plied: “O ‘All, you have to practice the invocation incessantly, sometimes 
in silence and sometimes aloud.” ‘AIT asked: ‘‘How should I invoke?” The 
Prophet told him: “Close your eyes and listen to me say three times: la 
ilaha illa-'Llah , then say this formula three times so that I can hear you.” 

(Quoted by al-Tabaranl. Validated hadlth). 

Commentary 

The most important expressions of this hadlth are the following: “the 
shortest way leading to God” (aqrab al-turuq ila-Llah ), “the easiest” 
(ashaluha), and “the most elevated” {afdaluha). They demonstrate yet 
again the primacy of the path of invocation. But this hadlth also shows 
that invocation—in the sense of an initiatic practice—must be received 
through an oral and living transmission. In this sense, this hadlth , just as 
the one preceding it, is a textual proof for the transmission ( talqln) of the 
invocation amongst the Sufis. 

Although the invocation of God by means of the formula la ilaha 
illa-Llah constitutes a common invocation recommended for every 
believer, 11 ® ‘AIT received it from the Prophet & through a particular 
transmission. It therefore became, in his case, an initiatic practice. This 
clearly follows from the request of ‘AIT. In addition, it is known that 
‘All transmitted the initiation to several Companions and thus became 


118. Cf. hadlth 95. 
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the origin of numerous orders. 119 

The importance of the living transmission of the invocation is also 
pointed out by a hadith according to which certain servants of God are 
veritable keys to the invocation: 
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Narrated Ibn Mas'tid: “Verily, certain persons are keys for the invocation 
of God: they arouse the invocation of God when they are seen.” 120 
(Quoted by al-Tabaranl. Validated hadith) 


Having realized a very high degree of the invocation of God, ‘AH became 
a “key” for the others, engaging them in the path of God’s proximity. The 
function which ‘Alt assumed earned him the following important testimony 
of the Prophet: 
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Narrated Ibn Mas‘ud: “Looking at the face of ‘All is an act of worship.” 
(Quoted by al-Hakim. Authenticated hadith.)™ 


119. The same is true for Abu Bakr. 

120. Cf. also hadith 187 and 188. 

121. Ibn al-Jawzi (d. 597/1200) and al-Dhahabl (d. 748/1348), disturbed by the 
meaning of this hadith, declared it forged ( mawdii'). Al-Suyutl emphasizes its 
authenticity by reminding us that it was related by eleven Companions, which 
gives it the status of a mutawdtir hadith. In addition, the celebrated contemporary 
muhaddith ‘Abd al-‘AzIz ibn al-Siddiq al-Ghumari (d. 1997) has devoted a trea¬ 
tise to the authentication of this hadith: al-Ifadafi turuq hadith "al-nazar ild 'All 
‘ibada". 
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Narrated Anas ibn Malik: “The criterion of the love of God is the love of 
His invocation ( dhikr ), and the criterion of the hatred of God is the hatred 
of His invocation.” 

(Quoted by al-Bayhaql. Validated hadlth.) 

Commentary 

Loving God and loving to invoke Him are indissolubly linked because the 
invocation makes present the Invoked. Concerning this subject, al-Junayd 
has been quoted as saying: “The sign of perfect love of God is the con¬ 
tinuous invocation in the heart accompanied by joy, delight, ardent desire 
(shawq ), and contentment in the [spiritual] intimacy ( uns ).” 
al-Ghazzali 

Know that every man claims to love. And yet, if pretending is easy, real¬ 
izing is much more difficult. Therefore, man must not be deluded by the 
deceptions of Satan and the trickeries of the ego pretending to the love of 
God Most High. One must confront the pretensions of the ego with criteria 
(‘alatnat ) and proofs. 

Love is like a goodly tree, its root set firm, its branches reaching into 
heaven; 122 its fruits appear in the heart, the tongue and the limbs. These 
manifestations testify to love just as smoke testifies to the existence of fire, 
and fruit to a tree’s nature. These manifestations are numerous. Amongst 
the signs of love is the desire of meeting with the Beloved by means of 
unveiling and contemplation in the abode of peace ( dar al-salam ). In fact, 
one cannot conceive of a heart which experiences love while not seeking to 
contemplate and to meet with its beloved. [... ] In the same way, whoever 
loves God will love madly the invocation of God: his tongue will invoke 
Him constantly and his heart will not be able to spend a single moment with¬ 
out it. In fact, whoever loves a thing necessarily mentions amply that thing 
as well as everything related to it. This is the reason why the criterion of the 
love of God is the love of His invocation, the love of the Qur’an which is 
His Word, the love of the Messenger of God and all that concerns him. 
When love is strong, it extends to everything related to the Beloved. This is 


122. Allusion to XIV: 24. 
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not a dispersion in love (shirka fl l-hubb), for he who loves the Messenger 
of the Beloved because he is “His” messenger, and loves His Word because 
it is “His,” loves nothing other than Him! On the contrary, this testifies to 
the perfection of his love. Moreover, a man whose heart is dominated by 
the love of God will love all creatures because they are God’s: how can he 
not love the Qur’an, the Mesenger and the serving Friends of God? 

(Ihycf, IV, pp. 320-323) 
al-Junayd 

The question of love was raised in a session of spiritual masters in Mecca 
during the season of Pilgrimage. They asked al-Junayd, who at the time was 
the youngest amongst them: “And what is your opinion, O Iraqi?” Al-Ju¬ 
nayd lowered his head, tears going down his face, and then he said: “Love 
requires the servant to have abandoned his individuality, to constantly in¬ 
voke his Lord, to perform all his duties before Him, to have his heart turned 
to Him until he is consumed by the lights of His Being, to drink the pure 
water of His affection so that God lifts the veils covering His mysteries. 
When such a man speaks, it is for God; if he expresses himself, it is on the 
subject of God; if he performs an act, it is by the order of God; if he rests, 
it is with God. He is from God, for God, with God.” 

The spiritual masters then started weeping and confessed: “What more 
can one say? May God reward you, the Crown of the Sages!” 

(Enseignement, pp. 194-5) 
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Narrated Abu Hurayra: “Renew your faith by multiplying the repetition of 
the formula ‘There is no god but God.’” 

(Quoted by al-Hakim. Authenticated hadlth) 

Commentary 

Faith, considered as a profound adherence of the heart, has to be renewed 
because, on the one hand, this adherence can decrease in intensity depend¬ 
ing on numerous factors, and on the other, because faith consists of many 
degrees which can only be realized progressively and in accordance with 
one’s spiritual commitment. The realization of these different degrees can 
be experienced as spiritual rebirths. This hadlth therefore presents the in¬ 
vocation of God through the formula la ilaha illa-’Llah as the privileged 
means of living these rebirths. 

al-Munawi 


“Renew your faith!” The Companions then asked: “O Messenger of God, 
how shall we renew our faith?” He told them: "Multiply the repetition of 
the formula There is no god but God.” Practicing this invocation regular¬ 
ly and with perseverance (mudawama) renews faith in the heart, filling it 
with light and letting certitude (yaqln) grow therein. This invocation opens 
the heart to access secrets known by people of spiritual perceptions (ahl 
al-hasa’ir) and which are only denied by people without faith or a law. 

(Fayd al-Qadlr , hadlth 3581) 
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Narrated al-Harith al-Ash‘ari: “And I enjoin you to practice the invocation 
of God the Most High, for just as a soldier is not safe from the enemy pursu¬ 
ing him until he enters a fortress, so is the servant unprotected from Satan 
except through the invocation of God.” 

(Quoted by al-Tirmidhi. Authenticated hadlth) 

Commentary 

The invocation is compared here to a fortress: it repels the spiritual enemy 
and reintegrates the being into the inviolable Purity. The Qur’an enjoins 
basically the same attitude in these terms: Flee then unto God... 123 

This hadlth therefore suggests the invocation as refuge: it is only b 
invoking that the will shall be able to escape the tyranny of desires, di; 
tractions and sterile thoughts. Through this attitude, the believer realize, 
detachment, which is a fundamental virtue for the spiritual life. 

Frithjof Schuon (‘Isa NQr al-DIn) 

Human nature comprises three planes: the plane of the will, the plane of 
love, and the plane of knowledge; each is polarized into two complemen¬ 
tary modes, which appear, respectively, as renunciation and act, peace and 
fervor, discernment and union. 

The will is divided in a certain sense into an affirmative mode and 
a negative mode, for it can only accomplish or abstain: it must either do 
“good” or avoid “evil.” In the spiritual life, the negative attitude comes in 
principle before the positive or affirmative act, because the will is a priori 
entrenched in its state—natural since the fall—of passional and blind af¬ 
firmation; every spritual path must start with a “conversion,” an apparently 
negative turning round of the will, an indirect movement towards God in 
the form of an inner separation from the false plenitude of the world. This 
withdrawal corresponds to the station of renunciation or detachment, of 


123. LI: 50. 
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sobriety, of fear of God: what has to be overcome is desire, passional at¬ 
tachment, idolatry of ephemeral things; the error of passion is proven by 
its connection with impurity, corruption, suffering and death. The Divine 
prototype of the virtue of detachment is Purity, Impassibility, Immortality; 
this quality, whether we envisage it in divinis or in ourselves, or around us, 
is like crystal, or snow, or the cold serenity of high mountains; in the soul 
the virtue of detachment is a spiritual anticipation of death and thereby a 
victory over it. It is fixation in instantaneity, in spiritual motionlesness, in 
the fear of God. 

C Stations , pp. 191-2) 
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Narrated Mu‘adh ibn Jabal: “The Prophet & was asked which type of war¬ 
riors would achieve the greatest reward. He replied: ‘Those who invoke 
God the Exalted the most.’ Then they asked him about prayer, the tithe, 
pilgrimage, almsgiving, and each time he replied: Those who invoke God 
the Exalted the most.’ Then Abu Bakr said to ‘Umar: ‘O father of Hafsa, the 
invokers have taken all the good.’ The Messenger of God & then added: 
‘Precisely.’” 
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Narrated Ibn Mas‘ud: “Whoever practices the invocation of God amongst 
the heedless is akin to the person who faces up the battle amongst those 
who are running away.” 

(Quoted by Muslim. Authenticated hadith) 

Commentary 

If the preceding hadith presented invocation to us as the ultimate refuge, 
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the first of these two hadith presents it as the “supreme merit”: It consti¬ 
tutes the best action or action par excellence. Being the struggle against 
the fallen soul, the invocation represents the perfection of activity and of 
combativeness. This is the reason why the second hadith, to describe the 
dhdkir, mentions “the person who faces the battle amongst those who are 
running away.” 

Frilhjof Schuon (isa Nur al-DIn) 

The will, as we have said, must both deny and affirm: if it must deny by rea¬ 
son of the falsity of its habitual objects, which are impermanent, it must on 
the other hand affirm by reason of its positive character, which is freedom 
of choice. Since the spiritual act must assert itself with force against the 
lures of the world or of the soul which seek to engross and corrupt the will, 
it involves the combative virtues: decision, vigilance, perseverance ... 

What has to be actively conquered is natural and habitual passivity to¬ 
wards the world and towards the images and impulsions of the soul; spiritual 
laziness, inattention, dreaming, all have to be overcome; what gives victory 
is the Divine Presence which is “incarnate” as it were in the sacred act— 
prayer in all its forms—and thus regenerates the individual substance. 

(i Stations , pp. 192-3) 
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Narrated Abu Sa‘id al-Khudrl: “No group of people sits and remembers 
God Most High but they are surrounded by angels and enshrouded in Mer¬ 
cy, and there descends upon them tranquillity ( Saklna ) as they remember 
God, and God mentions them to those who are near Him.” 

(Quoted by Muslim. Authenticated hadlth.) 

Commentary 

In the previous two hadlth we saw that invocation makes it possible to 
liberate and regenerate the will. The present hadlth mentions certain as¬ 
pects of the invocation which are related to love. Like the will, love too 
possesses a passive mode and an active mode. The former derives from the 
awareness that everything we love is found infinitely in God: it therefore 
represents a perfection of contentment. This “passivity” ought not to b 
taken in the negative sense of giving up: through it, the believer is “active 
passive” since it is a question of rejecting all dispersion, all dissipation, ar 
all agitation in order to be united in love. Regarding this matter, the Qur’ar. 


remarks: 



Verily in the remembrance of Allah do hearts find rest!' 2 * 

The hadlth mentions the Saklna , the Tranquility that the Presence of God 
confers. It penetrates the heart of the believers, introducing serenity and 
contentment therein. 

The second mode of the love of God is dynamic: it is fervor, confident 
faith. This will be discussed in the next hadlth and its commentaries. 

Frithjof Schuon (‘Isa Nur al-Din) 

On the plane of love, of the affective life of the soul, we can distinguish an 
active mode and a passive mode, as in everything that lives. Passive virtue 

124. XIII: 28. 
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is made of contemplative contentment, hence also of patience; it is the calm 
of that which rests in itself, in its own virtue; it is generous relaxation, har¬ 
mony; it is repose in pure Being, equilibrium of all possibilities. This atti¬ 
tude loosens the knots of the soul, it removes agitation, dissipation, and the 
contraction which is the static counterpart of agitation; there is in it neither 
curiosity nor disquiet. The quality of calm derives from the Divine Peace, 
which is made of Beatitude, of infinite Beauty; beauty everywhere and al¬ 
ways has at its root an aspect of calm, of existential repose, of equilibrium 
of possibilities; this is to say that it has an aspect of limitlessness and of 
happiness. The essence of the soul is beatitude; what makes us strangers to 
ourselves is dissipation, which casts us into destitution and ugliness, into a 
state of sterile dilapidation similar to shaking palsy, a disordered movement 
which has become a state, whereas normally it is the static which is at the 
basis of the dynamic and not the converse. [... ] 

It is the calm, simple and generous perfection of the pool which mirrors 
the depth of the sky with all its serenity; it is the beauty of the water lily, of 
the lotus opening to the light of the sun. It is repose in the center, resigna¬ 
tion to Providence, quietude in God. We can distinguish in this station a 
gentle aspect and a stem aspect, namely the happy quietude founded on the 
certainty that all we love is to be found infinitely in God, and the ascetic 
contentment founded on the idea that God suffices us. 

(Stations, pp. 193-4) 
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Narrated Mu’adh ibn Jabal: “Nothing protects the son of Adam from the 
chastisement as much as the invocation of God.” 

(Quoted by Ahmad ibn Hanbal. Authenticated hadith.) 
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Narrated Anas ibn Malik: “Whoever invokes God and weeps out of fear c 
God so that his tears touch the ground, shall not be chastised on the Day c 
Resurrection.” 

(Quoted by al-Hakim. Authenticated hadith.) 

Commentary 

The sincere and persevering invocation of God leads to certain salvation 
because it is a way of opening oneself to Mercy. These two hadith affirm 
that nothing can protect from chastisement as the invocation, which there¬ 
fore aims at increasing fervor and faith, representing the dynamic aspect 
of love. The “gift of tears” mentioned by the second hadith pertains to the 
warmth of love which alone is capable of performing the “spiritual melting 
of the ego.” 

Frithjof Schuon (‘Isa Nur al-Dln) 

But beside this repose in our initial equilibrium or in our existential perfec¬ 
tion, there is a positive tendency that is converse, a “going out of oneself’ 
in active mode; this is fervor, confident and charitable faith; it is the melting 
of the heart in the Divine warmth, its opening to Mercy, to essential Life, to 
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infinite Love. Man, in his fallen state, is closed to the Mercy which seeks to 
save him; this is hardness of heart, indifference towards God and the neigh¬ 
bor, egoism, greed, mortal triviality; such triviality is as it were the inverse 
counterpart of hardness, it is the fragmenting of the soul amongst sterile 
facts, amongst their insignificant and empty multiplicity, their desiccating, 
drab monotony; it is the chop and change of “ordinary life” where ugliness 
and boredom pose as “reality.” In this state, the soul is both hard like stone 
and pulverized like sand, it lives amongst the dead husks of things and not 
in the Essence which is Life and Love; it is at once hardness and dissolu¬ 
tion. Wholly different from this dissolution is the spiritual liquefaction of 
the ego; this is fervor, intense unification of the movements of the soul in 
an upsurge of faith in the Divine Mercy [... ] 

Besides its active aspect founded on the conviction that God surely re¬ 
sponds to our fervor, this station includes a passive aspect, founded on the 
melting of the heart in the Divine Warmth; there is in this second attitude 
as it were a noble sadness, something related to the gift of tears and the 
path of mystical love; it is like nostalgia for the Beauty of the Loved One. 
Joy and melancholy meet in fervor, as beatitude and sobriety—or hope and 
resignation—meet in peace. 

{Stations, pp. 194-5) 
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Narrated Abu Sa'Id al-Khudri: “Multiply the invocation of God-—exalted 
be He—until they say: there is a fool!” 

(Quoted by Ibn Hibban. Authenticated hadith ) 

Commentary 

For the heart of the aspirant who dedicates himself to the invocation with 
fervor and perseverance, [the invocation] becomes a source of light. And yet, 
the heart can sometimes be overwhelmed by the brightness of the Divine light 
and be instantly carried away by the power of God’s love, which explains 
why this state can appear as foolishness in the eyes of a profane person. 

Ibn ‘Ata’ Allah 

Know that through His Name—which we have spoken of in an earlier chap¬ 
ter—God illuminates the person who hears it with His Knowledge, through 
which God conveys inspiration and comprehension to him. The spiritual mo¬ 
tive for which God invites to the abundant invocation of His Name, which 
He prefers to any other invocation—a fact demonstrating the love and high 
esteem that God has for His servant—is for no other reason except the medita¬ 
tion ( tafakkur) on the intelligible meanings of the secrets of the Name. This is 
how the suns of the lights rise in the hearts and the bodies, and the invokers an 
rooted firmly in Knowledge, and how their love is intensified and they becomi 
God’s elect. Hence, the sign of the love of God is abundant invocation... 

As the poet said: 

Repeat the invocation of His Names to me, 

Polish the hearts through His light and His brightness. 

Spread the blows before the souls, 

They will be eager to taste this nectar. 

Through this Name the world received light 
The earth, the air, and the heavens. 

Perplexed are the intellects of the aspirants. 

Before the grandeur of His Attributes. 

The hearts of the creatures are set ablaze before His brightness. 

And when His majesty is unveiled to the hearts. 

They receive the secret of His elevation and His clarity. 

(Qasd, pp. 80-81) 
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Narrated Abu Hurayra: “The Solitary ones are ahead of everybody. Someone 
asked: ‘Who are the Solitaries, 0 Messenger of God?’ He said: ‘The (believ¬ 
ing) men and women who practice abundantly the invocation of God.” 
(Quoted by Muslim. Authenticated hadltli ) 


Hadlth 104 


U Uj : IjJu jji." : ijjf, j) jf- 

’’/& ^ .it /i j : ju ? it 

II ?•. . - I -if "° " ® ■» (’■ -If • * •" 

y ✓ / 1 



«'jj) 


Narrated Abu Hurayra: “The Solitary ones are ahead of everybody. Some¬ 
one asked: ‘Who are the Solitary ones, O Messenger of God?’ He said: 
‘Those who love the invocation of God tremendously ( al-mustahtarun ). It 
relieves them of the pains they suffer, and thus they meet God with their 
hearts at ease on the Day of Resurrection.” 

(Quoted by al-Tirmidhl. Authenticated hadlth.) 

Commentary 

The Solitary ones ( al-mufradun ) are those who have broken away from 
all worldly attachments. Being dominated by nothing outward they have 
realized true freedom, and hence they are capable of worshipping God “in 
spirit and in truth.” Solitude is simply the realization of detachment and of 
sincerity through the invocation of God. If “the Solitary ones are ahead of 
everybody,” this is because the invocation is the “royal path” in the long 
journey of spiritual wayfaring. This slow and progressive realization is de¬ 
scribed with great force and beauty in this hikma of lbn ‘Ata’ Allah: 

Do not abandon the invocation (al-dhikr) because you do not feel the 
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Presence of God therein. For your forgetfulness of the invocation of 
Him is worse than your forgetfulness in the invocation of Him. Perhaps 
He will take you from an invocation with forgetfulness ( ghafla ) to one 
with vigilance (yaqa^a ), and from one with vigilance to one with the 
Presence of God (huchir), and from one with the Presence of God to one 
wherein everything but the Invoked (al-Madhkur) is absent. 

(Hikam, no. 44) 
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Narrated ‘Abd Allah ibn Busr: “A man asked, ‘O Messenger of God, the 
prescriptions of the Shciri'a are too numerous for me: teach me something 
to which I can cling Firmly!’ The Prophet jig told him: ‘Let your tongue be 
always busy with the invocation of God.’” 

(Quoted by al-Tirmidhl. Authenticated hadlth.) 

Commentary 

This hadlth clearly announces the primacy of the remembrance or invo¬ 
cation of God ( dltikr Allah). Without abolishing the prescriptions of the 
Sharl'a, this hadlth puts them into perspective by recalling the essential in 
the path to God. Because it actualizes the Presence of the Invoked, invoca¬ 
tion is the royal path towards knowledge: both of the inner reality of man 
and of God. 


Ibn ‘Ata’ Allah 

If He opens a door for you, thereby making Himself known, pay no heed if 
your deeds do not measure up to this. For, in truth. He has not opened it for 
you but out of a desire to make Himself known to you. Do you not know 
that He is the one who has presented the knowledge of Himself ( ta 'arruf) 
to you, whereas you are the one who presented Him with deeds? What a 
difference between what He brings to you and what you present to Him! 

(Hikam , no. 8) 

Frithjof Schuon (‘Isa Nur al-Din) 

In Islam, the implicit doctrine of the Name of God is Unity; Unity must be 
understood to mean that God is the Absolute and that there is but one Ab¬ 
solute; that it is this global aspect of evidentness or of absoluteness which 
“unifies,” that is to say transmutes and delivers. He who says Allah says 
“there is no Truth or Absolute but the one Truth, the one Absolute” (to 
paraphrase the Shahada: La ilaha ilia ’Llah), or in Vedantic terms: “The 
world is false, Brahma is real”; or again: “Nothing is evident, if not the 
Absolute.” And this amounts to saying that Islam takes its starting point not 
in our fallen, passional nature, but in the theomorphic, inalterable character 
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of our humanity, that is, in what distinguishes us from animals, namely 
objective and in principle limitless intelligence. Now the normal content of 
the intelligence—that for which it is made—is the Absolute-Infinite; in a 
word, man is intelligence at once integral and transcendent, horizontal and 
vertical, and the essential content of this intelligence is at the same time our 
Deliverance; man is delivered by consciousness of the Absolute, his salva¬ 
tion is the remembrance of God. 

( Stations , pp. 180-181) 
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Narrated Ibn ‘Abbas: “There is no better alms than the invocation of God 
the Exalted.” 

(Quoted by al-Tabaranl. Validated hadlth) 

Commentary 

Alms C sadaqa ) are considered a form of generosity primarily for the needy; 
in general it pertains to providing for basic needs. This hadlth emphasizes 
that the invocation (< dhikr ), despite being immaterial, constitutes alms par 
excellence. How can such an affirmation be understood since the invoca¬ 
tion distances the invoker from others and centers the soul exclusively upon 
God? 

Frithjof Schuon (isa Nur al-DIn) 

No “egoism” is possible in the attitude of the pure contemplative, for his 
1 is the world, the “neighbor.” What is realized in the microcosm radiates 
in the macrocosm, by reason of the analogy between all the cosmic orders. 
Spiritual realization is a kind of “magic,” which necessarily communicates 
itself to its surroundings. The equilibrium of the world has need of contem- 
platives.* 25 

To lose oneself for God is always to give oneself to men. 

( Perspectives , p. 280) 


125. It Is a question of a relative equilibrium consonant with particular cyclic 
conditions. St. John of the Cross said that “a spark of pure love is more precious 
to God, more useful for the soul and more rich in blessings for the Church than all 
other works taken together, even if to all appearances one does nothing.” 
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Narrated Abu Sa‘Td al-Khudri: “God will say on the Day of Resurrection: 
‘A distinction will be made between the common folk and the folk of nobil¬ 
ity.’ They shall ask: ‘Who are the folk of nobility?’ He will answer: ‘Those 
who participated in sessions of invocation.”’ 

(Quoted by Ahmad ibn Hanbal. Validated hadith ) 
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Narrated Abu al-Darda’: “Those persons whose tongues remain wet due to 
their constant invocation of God will enter Paradise laughing.” 

(Quoted by al-Suyutl. Validated hadith) 

Commentary 

We have already seen the distinction between the common people, the elite, 
and the elite of the elite. The first hadith mentions the distinction between 
exoterism and esoterism by means of two other expressions: “the common 
generality” (ahl al-jam') and “the folk of nobility” or generosity (ahl al- 
karam). Again, the path of invocation is what characterizes esoterism. 

The second hadith, on the other hand, emphasizes that the invocation 
shall facilitate what will be experienced as “the terrible anxiety before the 
Judgment” by creatures. The laughing of the folk of invocation can be 
interpreted as a “holy carefreeness” and a total confidence in the Divine 
Mercy. 
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Narrated Abu Hurayra: “God Most High has said: ‘I am with My slave’s 
opinion of Me, and I am with him if He remembers Me. If he remembers 
Me in himself, l too, remember him in Myself; and if he remembers Me 
in a group of people, I remember him in a group that is better than they; 
and if he comes one span nearer to Me, I go one cubit nearer to him; and if 
he comes one cubit nearer to Me, I go a distance of two outstretched arms 
nearer to him; and if he comes to Me walking, I go to him running.’” 

(Quoted by al-Bukhari. Authenticated hadlth) 

Commentary 

This hadlth sets out, through a series of eloquent images, a crucial principle 
of the spiritual life: that of mystical reciprocity. This reciprocity is a fun¬ 
damental key to understanding the link between the approach of man and 
the action of God in response. The initiative must come from man—at least 
apparently—and the response of God always surpasses what man’s efforts 
may deserve. 

Frithjof Schuon (Tsa Nur al-DIn) 

In fact, what separates man from Divine Reality is but a thin partition: God 
is infinitely close to man, but man is infinitely far from God. This partition, 
for man, is a mountain; man stands in front of a mountain that he must re¬ 
move with his own hands. He digs away the earth, but in vain; the mountain 
remains. Man, however, goes on digging, in the Name of God. And the 
mountain vanishes. It was never there. 

( Echoes , p. 10) 
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Narrated Abu Sa‘Id al-Khudrf:“The Messenger of God ^fi went out to the 
circle of his Companions and said: ‘What makes you sit (here)?’ They said: 
‘We are sitting here in order to remember God and to praise Him for He 
hath guided us to the path of Islam and He hath conferred favors upon us.' 
Thereupon he adjured by God and asked if that was the only purpose c 
their sitting there. They said: ‘By God, we are not sitting here but for thi 
very purpose,’ whereupon he said: ‘I am not asking you to take an oath 
because of any allegation against you but for the fact that Gabriel came to 
me and he informed me that God, the Exalted and Glorious, was talking to 
the angels about your magnificence.’” 

(Quoted by Muslim. Authenticated hadlth.) 

Commentary 

This hadlth is often quoted to support the fact that invocation sessions ex¬ 
isted in the time of the Prophet, and though not established by him, they 
were nonetheless confirmed and encouraged. 

Shaykh al-‘AlawI 

So is this not sufficient for you with regard to the permissibility of the 
session of invocation during the time of Prophet js£? As for ‘Umar ibn al- 
Khattab, it is said that he too encouraged his companions to invoke until 
they would grow tired, then directed them to some other activity. 

(Lettre, p. 43) 
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Narrated Anas ibn Malik: ‘“If you walk through the gardens of Paradise, 
satiate yourselves!’ They asked him: ‘What are the gardens of Paradise?’ 
He said: ‘The circles of invocation.’” 

(Quoted by al-Tirmidhi. Authenticated hadlth) 

Commentary 

The principal image of this hadlth is that of spiritual nourishment. It is 
known that amongst the delights of the gardens of Paradise, mentioned by 
the Qur’an, are the appetizing delicacies. Since the circles of invocation are 
compared to the gardens in Paradise, they must also nourish the invoker, 
satiating him and thus satisfying “the thirst and hunger” which character¬ 
ize every veritable aspiration. Hence the use of the word rata meaning 
feasting and eating well. 

al-Munaw! 

“Satiate yourselves”: Eat as much as you want and seek the graces ... 

“The circles of invocation”: According to TayyibI, they denote circles 
wherein God’s glory and praises are proclaimed. Dedication to the invoca¬ 
tion has been compared to a feast because the most precious thing God can 
give to His servant in this world is the invocation, just as the most precious 
gift of God in the Hereafter is the vision of His Face—exalted be He. Yet, 
the invocation of God in the here-below is comparable to the vision of the 
Face of God in the Hereafter. Thus, he who invokes God by the tongue with 
a present heart contemplates Him in the intimacy ( sirr ) of his heart and sees 
Him by his inner conscience (fu’ad ): it is as if he received the delights of 
Paradise. Al-Nawawl has said: “Just as the invocation is recommended, so 
is the company of the folk of the invocation, and there are many textual 
proofs (adilla) of this matter.” 

(Fayd al-Qadlr , hadlth 859) 
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Narrated ‘ Abd Allah ibn ‘Amr: “I asked the Prophet, ‘O Messenger of God, 
what is the recompense for the sessions of invocation?’ He said: ‘The rec¬ 
ompense for the sessions of invocation is Paradise.’” 

(Quoted by Ahmad ibn Hanbal. Authenticated hadith.) 

Commentary 

The sessions of invocation (majdlis al-dhikr) are described as gardens of 
Paradise even in the here-below, as underlined in the previous hadith. The 
present hadith affirms that the celestial recompense of the sessions of invo¬ 
cation can be none other than Paradise itself. The term expressing the idea 
of reward in this hadith is ghanima which belongs to the semantic field of 
battling, and whose first meaning is the booty, the prey of war. This evi¬ 
dently evokes the greater jihad, the struggle against the negative tendencies 
of the ego. 

Shaykh al-Darqawi 

It is said that through the invocation of God (dhikr Allah ) the believer at¬ 
tains such peace of soul that the great terror in the day of resurrection can¬ 
not distress him; how much less can he then be disturbed by the trials and 
setbacks he faces in this world? Hold fast then to the invocation of your 
Lord, my brother, as we have told you to, and you will see miracles (that 
God bestows on us through His grace). And yet, in our eyes the invocation 
does not consist in man always saying: Allah, Allah, in praying and fast¬ 
ing; and when misfortune strikes him, he looks for remedies everywhere 
and is afraid he will not find them. For those who have realized the Truth 
(may God be content with them), invocation requires that the invoker con¬ 
form to rigorously prescribed laws, the most important of which is always 
abandoning what does not concern him. Then if his Lord becomes known 
to him, or shall we say, if He reveals Himself to him through one of His 
Names of Majesty or of Beauty, 125 he will recognize Him and he will not 
ignore Him. This, indeed, is the veritable invocation for those who invoke 
God, and not the state of the person who is continuously occupied with the 
cult of God and who, when his Lord reveals Himself to him in some form 


126. Or of Rigor ( jalai) and Beauty (jarnal). 
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which is contrary to his desire, does not recognize Him at all. Therefore 
understand what God teaches us, Amen. And remain firm in patience with 
God, for He—exalted be He—will cover your weakness with His might, 
your abasement with His glory, your poverty with His richness, your im¬ 
potence with His strength, your ignorance with His knowledge, your anger 
with His clemency, and so on, so that you will taste the eternal life in this 
world before dying. The reality of this life has not been hidden from you, 
since God says about those who are in it: And We will remove whatever 
rancour may be in their breasts. As brethren, face to face, (they will rest) on 
couches raised. Toil cometh not unto them there, nor will they be expelled 
from thence.' 21 

(Rasa ’il, letter no. 37; Lettres d’un maitre, pp. 93-94) 


127. XV: 47-48. 
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Narrated Ibn ‘Umar: “Multiply the occasions to remember that which puts 
an end to the ephemeral pleasures: death.” 

(Quoted by al-Tirmidhl. Authenticated hadlth ) 

Commentary 

The awareness that each day that passes brings us inexorably closer to death 
allows an inner detachment from worldly pleasures. Indeed, realizing the 
ephemeral character and the impermanence of all things enables us to not 
be defeated by trials and to keep a sense of proportion in each and every 
situation. 

al-Ghazzall 

Know that a man who is absorbed ( munhamik ) by the distractions of the 
here-below, and who lets himself be deluded, and takes pleasure in the 
appetites ( shahawat ), can only have a heart which is exempt from any re¬ 
membrance of death: when he is reminded of it, he becomes tense and 
moves away. God has said about this kind of people: Say (unto them, O 
Muhammad): Lo! the death from which ye shrink will surely meet you, and 
afterward ye will be returned unto the Knower of the Invisible and the Vis¬ 
ible, and He will tell you what ye used to do. m 

Also know that there are three categories of men: the man absorbed by 
his distractions, the novice who repents (ta’ib mubtadi’), and the accom¬ 
plished gnostic ( ‘arif muntahin): 

The man absorbed by distractions does not remember death at all, and 
when he does, it is while regretting bitterly the here-below. The reminder 
of death only distances such a man from God. 

The repenting person remembers death frequently so that it may give 
rise to fear in his heart and that he may fully realize repentance. If death 
frightens him, this is because he fears that he may die before his repentance 
is realized and before he can prepare himself for the Hereafter. His ap¬ 
prehension of death is therefore legitimate and is not found in those about 


128. LXII: 8. 


159 




SPIRITUAL TEACHINGS OF THE PROPHET 


whom the Prophet jeg has said: “Whoever detests meeting God, God detests 
meeting him.” 129 In reality, such a man detests neither death nor the encoun¬ 
ter with God but rather he fears he may be unworthy due to his shortcom¬ 
ings. He is therefore comparable to the person who, having encountered the 
beloved, falls behind because he prepares and wants to appear in his most 
beautiful shape. The sign of this state is that the repenting person must oc¬ 
cupy himself exclusively with the encounter with God, otherwise he joins 
with the category of those absorbed by this world. 

As for the gnostic, he always remembers death, for he is ready to meet 
his Beloved: the lover does not forget for a single moment the promised 
encounter with the beloved. The gnostic generally finds death to be slow in 
coming: he would like it to occur in order to leave this world of impiety and 
to be near the Lord of the worlds. The following words have been narrated 
from Hudhayfa, which were uttered by him when death was near: “The 
beloved is coming while I am destitute, but I regret nothing of this world: 
My God, if Thou knowest that poverty is better for me than wealth, that 
sickness is better for me than health, and that death is better for me than life, 
make my death easier so that I can encounter Thee!” 

Just as the repenting person is not capable of apprehending death, so 
is the gnostic capable of wishing for it. But beyond these two altitudes is 
that which consists in leaving the matter in the hands of God by choosing 
neither life nor death. This means making God’s choices one’s own. Such 
a degree cannot be realized except through total love of God and through 
the realization of the station of submission ( tasllm ) and that of contentment 
( rida ): these are the supreme degrees. 

(Ihya\ IV, p. 434) 


129. Related by Abu Hurayra, quoted by al-Bukhan. 
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Narrated Jabir: “Every person will be resurrected in the state in which 
death caught him.’’ 

(Quoted by Muslim. Authenticated hadith.) 

Commentary 

This hadith clearly expresses the reasons for which the last instants of one’s 
life are so important for the believer. Ultimately, all the spiritual efforts 
made in this life can be considered as a preparation for death: the spiritual 
state in which death seizes the believer will determine his life in the Here¬ 
after. In the commentary of the previous hadith we cited the distinctions 
al-Ghazzali makes in the awareness of the illusory character of the here- 
below: that which distinguishes the repenting novice ( ta’ib mubtadi’) from 
the accomplished gnostic ('arif muntahin )—the only one who has truly pre¬ 
pared for death—is the degree of the spiritual awakening or exit from both 
the cosmic and egocentric illusion. For the spiritual masters, overcoming 
this illusion is the true preparation for death. 

al-GhazzalT 

Just as in God’s creation the eyelids constitute a veil which must be liftec 
in order for vision to be possible, bodies, appetites and earthly tendencies 
also veil the soul. Indeed, the soul cannot contemplate and attain realities 
that surpass the faculty of imagination ( khayal ). 130 This life is a veil for the 
soul just as eyelids are veils for the eyes ... 

While the veil of this life is lifted at death, the soul is still sullied by 
the impurity of the here-below: it is not liberated at once even in the other 
world. (At the moment of death, souls are in one of the following two situ¬ 
ations]: 

Souls dominated by vice ( khubth ) and rust: they are similar to a mirror 
eroded by impurities which then becomes useless and impossible to 
polish. These are the people who are veiled from their Lord forever— 
may God protect us from it! 

Souls which, having not been totally covered by rust, can still be 
purified and polished: they will have to be submitted to the Fire in order 
for the impurities to be removed from them. The duration of this pass¬ 
ing through the Fire depends on the degree of purification which this 


130. A few lines before, al-Ghazzali explains that this faculty can only perceive 
that which is of a formal order: the bodies having colors and forms. 
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soul needs: for the believer this varies from an instant to seven thou¬ 
sand years, according to the haditlt. And yet no soul leaves this world 
without taking with itself some impurity, even if minute. This is why 
the Most High has said: There is not one of you but shall approach it. 
That is a fixed ordinance of thy Lord. Then We shall rescue those who 
kept from evil, and leave the evil-doers crouching there. 131 

After God has purified the soul, it will be exempt of all slain ( kudurat ) . .. 
At that moment the Real—exalted be He—should shine forth (yatajalla ) 
for it. This theophany will be for the soul an additional unveiling with re¬ 
spect to the imaginal knowledge of God it had before . .. 

The beatific vision is therefore a reality but it should not be understood 
in the sense of a perfection of the imaginal faculty and of its representations 
conditioned by form and space, because the Lord of the lords is too elevated 
for that... 

I must further add that gnosis ( ma'rifa ) that has been reached on earth 
will be perfected and it will attain the perfect unveiling: it will become pure 
contemplation. And yet, there is no distinction between the gnosis realized 
on earth and contemplation in the Hereafter, except the higher degree of 
clarity and unveiling of the latter. 

(Ihya\ IV, pp. 303-304) 

Frithjof Schuon (‘Isa Nur al-DTn) 

Life is the passage of an individual dream, a consciousness, an ego, through 
a cosmic and collective dream. Death withdraws the particular dream from 
the general dream and tears out the roots which the former has sent down 
into the latter. The universe is a dream woven of dreams; the Self alone is 
awake. 

The objective homogeneity of the world proves, not its absolute real¬ 
ity, but the collective nature of the illusion, or of a particular illusion, a 
particular world. 

For the ego the world is not a subjective state, it is an objective and poly¬ 
valent reality; but for the Divine Self the world—or a particular world—is 
a subjective unity like a particular soul. When the intellect, which is as it 
were hidden within us and in which we can participate under certain con¬ 
ditions of realization and of grace, has seen the Self and has penetrated 
us with this vision, then the world will appear to us as an uncertain and 
fugitive substance—and thus as a dream—and it is our spiritual conscious¬ 
ness that will be revealed as polyvalent and stable; call it realization, grace, 
knowledge, or what you will. 

(Perspectives, p. 228) 


131. XIX: 71-72. 
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Narrated Anas ibn Malik: “ ... you do not hear what I say any better than 
[the dead] do, but they cannot reply.” 

(Quoted by al-Bukhari. Authenticated hadlth.) 

Commentary 

As this hadlth shows, the Prophet ^5 knew the posthumous states of the 
deceased and would sometimes speak about them to the Companions. Ac¬ 
cording to al-GhazzalT, this knowledge is the privilege of the prophets, but 
some saints can also be granted the same privilege. 

al-GhazzalT 

Know that the lights of spiritual perception (jbaslra) when they are nour¬ 
ished by the Book of God, the Sunna of the Prophet & and the methodic 
meditation (mitihaj al-i'tibar) make known for us the posthumous states of 
the dead in their generality. It is thus realized that amongst deceased per¬ 
sons there are those who are damned ( ashqiya ’) and those who are happy 
( su'ada ’). However, in principle, the particular state of an individual is not 
known ... this knowledge is not accessible except through precise unveil¬ 
ing on the state of the being under consideration. In fact, when someone 
dies, he passes from the terrestrial and visible realm to the celestial and 
hidden world; he cannot be seen by the physical eye; he can nevertheless 
be seen by another eye placed in the heart of every man. Unfortunately, 
most men cover their hearts with the thick veils of concupiscent desires 
and distractions of this world: that is why the deceased are not seen by this 
eye. Nothing from the celestial world can be seen as long as the veils of the 
eye of the heart are not lifted. Since these veils were lifted for the prophets, 
nothing prevents them from perceiving that which is in the heavens, from 
contemplating their marvels, from seeing the dead and informing the liv¬ 
ing concerning them. This is how the Messenger of God saw the grave 
squeeze Sa‘d ibn Mu‘adh or his daughter Zaynab; he also saw that Jabir 
was put before God with no veil separating them. 

Such contemplation is only granted to the prophets and to the saints 
whose degree is nearest to the prophets. As for us, the only accessible con¬ 
templation is weaker and of another kind, which is not a prophetic con- 
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templation. I am alluding to contemplation during sleep, which is part of 
the light of prophethood (anwar al-nubuwwa). This is why the Messenger 
of God jcE said: “Pious [oneiric] vision is one forty-sixth of prophethood.” 
This vision, too, is only obtained through the removal of the veils of the 
heart, and only the dreams of pious and sincere men can be given credit.” 

(Iliya' , IV, p. 488) 
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Narrated Ibn Mas‘Gd: “I had forbidden you to visit graves. From now on, 
do so, for it enables you to detach yourselves from the world and is a re¬ 
minder of the Hereafter.” 

(Quoted by Ibn Majah. Validated hadlth.) 

Commentary 

The reminder of death is recommended in this hadlth in order to support 
two fundamental components of the spiritual path: detachment ( zuhd) from 
the things of this world and the inner attraction of celestial realities (al 
dkhira). In this sense, visiting the tombs of saints contributes to liberating 
the soul from the gravity of earthly ambience. 

al-Ghazzali 

Know that death is terrifying and it exposes the soul to terrible dangers; 
people forget this because they scarcely meditate about it. And when some¬ 
one remembers death, it is done through a heart which is distracted and 
imprisoned with worldly desires! Under these conditions, the reminder of 
death cannot affect the heart. 

The reminder of death is practiced by emptying one’s heart from ev¬ 
erything and by keeping nothing else in the mind; thus whoever prepares 
himself for a journey in dangerous lands or for crossing a tempestuous sea 
will apprehend the day of departure. When the reminder of death has im¬ 
pregnated the heart, this reminder will start to influence it, the heart will 
then lose all superficiality and worldly delight. 

(Ihya’, IV, p. 436) 

Frithjof Schuon (‘Isa Nur al-Dln) 

The First thought capable of delivering man from earthly attachments is 
that of death, and more generally—and correlatively—that of the ephem¬ 
eral character of all things. This meditation, which also implies the idea 
of suffering, and which is intimately linked to the attitude of renunciation, 
sheds light on a fundamental aspect of our existence; it can therefore serve 
as the basis and the symbol for a spiritual realization, despite its apparently 
negative character which is necessarily compensated by a positive aspect: 
indeed, to withdraw from the world is to open oneself to the Divine Ray, it 
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is to be disposed to know the Eternity of God; to flee from the impurity of 
the created is to take refuge in the Purity of the Uncreated; to leave suffer¬ 
ing is to enter into Beatitude. 

(Eye of the Heart, p. 149) 
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Narrated Mu‘adh ibn Jabal: “The inhabitants of Paradise do not regret any¬ 
thing except the moments during which they did not invoke God.” 

(Quoted by al-Tabaranl. Validated hadith) 

Commentary 

The verb tahassara expresses the idea of a bitter and painful regret. In 
this hadith , the regret is not having realized enough the importance of the 
invocation ( dhikr ) enough during this life. For al-Ghazzali, the obstacles 
preventing the heart from evaluating things according to their true value 
and from knowing their profound nature are linked to distractions and dis¬ 
persion in all forms ( shawaghil ). 

al-GhazzalT 

After death, certain realities are unveiled to man which were veiled to him 
in this life, just as that which was veiled to a man during sleep is unveiled to 
him upon waking up: “People are asleep: when they die, they wake up.” The 
first thing to be unveiled to man in the Hereafter is that which was harmful 
or beneficial in the actions he performed. In this life, even though this will 
be delivered in a “book” which is placed in the secret of man’s heart, the 
latter has no access to it due to the distractions of this world (shawaghil 
al-dunya). Upon death, these distractions no longer exist and all his actions 
appear to him as they are... and this is the meaning of the verse: Read thy 
book. Thy soul sufficeth as reckoner against thee this day. m 

(Ihya ’, IV, p. 478) 

Frithjof Schuon (‘Isa Nur al-Din) 

What is the world, if not a flow of forms, and what is life if not a cup which 
seemingly is emptied between one night and another? And what is prayer, 
if not the sole stable point—a point of peace and light—in this dream uni¬ 
verse, and the straight gate leading to all that the world and life have sought 
in vain? In the life of a man, these four certitudes are all: the present mo¬ 
ment, death, the encounter with God, eternity. Death is an exit, a world which 
closes down; the meeting with God is like an opening towards a fulgurating 
and immutable i nfinitude; eternity is a fullness of being in pure light; and 

132. XVII: 14. 
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ihe present moment is, in our duration, an almost ungraspable “place” where 
we are already eternal—a drop of eternity amid the ceaseless shiftings of 
forms and melodies. Prayer gives to the terrestrial instant its full weight of the 
eternal and its Divine value; it is the sacred boat bearing us through life and 
death, towards the further shore, towards the silence of light; but at bottom 
it is not prayer which traverses time as it repeats itself, it is time which, so to 
speak, stops before the already celestial unicity of prayer. 

( Echoes , p. 116) 

al-Ghazzall 

Above all, do not think that the spiritual knowledge (ma 'rifa) of the Prophet 
jo, is reducible to the imitation ( taqlid) of Gabriel. In fact, your knowledge 
is nothing but an imitation which has not achieved the spiritual nature of the 
knowledge of the Prophet... 

Imitation is not spiritual knowledge, it is a conforming practice and 
creed ( i'tiqadsaftlh). And yet, the prophets are gnostics. Their gnosis con¬ 
sists in the fact that the reality of things was unveiled to them as it is: they 
were able to contemplate it through the inner eye ( baslra batina), just as 
you perceive external objects through the physical eye. The prophets there¬ 
fore teach what they have contemplated and not what they have heard or 
received from others. Thus the reality of the Spirit was unveiled to them: 
through this they realized that the Spirit belongs to the Command of God 
the Most High ... 

He who knows the secret of the Spirit knows his soul and whoever knows 
his soul knows his Lord. Therefore he who knows his soul and his Lord re¬ 
alizes, in his profound being and his original nature (fitra), a Divine reality 
(amr rabbanf). Then he knows that he is a stranger in the corporeal world 
and that his descent in this world is not in agreement with his essential na¬ 
ture, but was caused by a circumstance foreign to his essence. This foreign 
circumstance survived in Adam, and it is denoted by the term sin (ma'siyya ). 
It was the cause for the descent from Paradise. And yet, only the latter is truly 
in harmony with Adam, Paradise is in reality the abode of nearness to God, 
and Adam was a Divine reality. The desire to be near his Lord is therefore 
natural and essential in man. But a foreign world distances him from his own 
essence; he forgets himself and forgets his Lord. Each time man acts in this 
way, he wrongs his own soul, and this is why he was told, And be not ye as 
those who forgot God, therefore He caused them to forget their souls. Such 
are the evil-doers' 33 that is to say, those who have strayed from their nature 
and have forsaken their true homeland... 

All of this is an allusion to the mysteries whose premises suffice to shake 
the gnostics, but whose terms freeze the hearts of limited men (qdsirun). 
(Ihyd\ III, p. 371) 


133. LIX: 19. 
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Narrated ‘Imran ibn Husayn: “[Before the creation] God was, and there was 
nothing with Him: He created His Throne and placed it on water; He wrote 
all the things in the Reminder, and He created the heavens and the earth.” 

(Quoted by al-Bukhari. Authenticated hadlth.) 

Commentary 

In order to clarify the metaphysical meaning of this hadlth, the spiritual 
masters often add, “And it is now as it was then” after the first words. This 
is what Ibn ‘Ata’ Allah has done in a hikma : 134 “God was and there was 
nothing with Him, and He is now as He was.” For Ibn al-‘ArabT this addi¬ 
tion is superfluous and it risks concealing the non-temporal meaning of the 
Arabic word kana: 

Ibn al-‘Arab! 

What is the meaning of this saying of the Prophet jsfc: “God is, and nothing 
is with Him ... ”? 

Answer: He is not accompanied by thingness, nor do we ascribe it to 
Him. Such is He, and there is no thing with Him. The negation of thingness 
from Him is one of His essential attributes, just as is the negation of “with- 
ness” (ma ‘iyya) from things. He is with the things, but the things are not 
with Him, since “withness” follows from knowledge: He knows us, so He 
is with us. We do not know Him, so we are not with Him. 

Know that the word kana denotes a temporal limitation [since it is a 
past tense form—and is usually translated as “was”]. But in this saying that 
limitation is not meant. What is meant by the word is the “being” ( kawn ) 
which is existence ( wujiid ). The word is therefore used in its ontological 


134. Cf. Hikam, no. 34. 


169 




SPIRITUAL TEACHINGS OH THE PROPHET 


meaning and not its temporal meaning. This is the reason why the follow¬ 
ing saying reported by the literalists (' ulania’ al-rusum) amongst the theo¬ 
logians ( mutakallimun ) is not from the Prophet: “He is now as He was 
then.” This addition in the hadltli testifies to the ignorance of science per¬ 
taining to the term kana ... In the same [i.e., ontological] sense we have in 
the Qur’an, “God is (kana) All-pardoning, All-forgiving” (4:99), and other 
instances where the word kana is employed. 

(. Fut ., XII, pp. 168-170 [O.Y.]) 
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Narrated Abu Hurayra: “When God the Most High created the world, He 
wrote: ‘Verily, My mercy precedes My wrath.’” 

(Quoted by al-Tirmidhl. Authenticated hadith) 

Commentary 

The primacy of Divine mercy is an aspect of its universality: if it precedes 
wrath, this is because it encompasses all things, as affirmed by the Qur’an: 
And My mercy encompasses all things. 125 This is why it is worth underlin¬ 
ing that Divine wrath must not be understood as an absence of mercy— 
which may be the case for human wrath—since nothing is excluded from 
it. Divine wrath is but a particular form that mercy takes in the hands of 
whomever strays from the Divine norm. 

Ibn al-‘Arab! 

When an individual becomes wrathful for a reason related to his soul, his 
wrath does not involve any kind of mercy. But if he becomes wrathful fc 
God, then his wrath is that of God. However, God’s wrath is never e> 
empt from Divine mercy. His wrath in this world is represented by whal 
He has instituted as corporal punishments and sanctions; His wrath in the 
Hereafter is represented by the chastisements of those who shall enter Hell. 
God’s wrath is therefore purification since it is blended with mercy in this 
life and the life to come. It is so because, having precedence over wrath in 
this world, mercy embraces the entire universe and extends to everything. 
When wrath occurs in this world, it finds mercy already there preceding it. 
And yet, since it must occur in this world, wrath has no other choice but 
to blend with mercy, like milk and water: the former is never exempt from 
water! Similarly, [Divine] wrath is never exempt from mercy. The latter 
has authority over wrath because it is the “mistress of both abodes.” Thus 
God’s wrath with respect to those who have deserved it will eventually be 
extinguished, but His mercy is infinite. 

(Fut., Ill, p. 333) 


135. VII: 156. 
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Narrated Abu Musa al-Ash‘ari: “Verily the Exalted and Mighty God does 
not sleep, and it does not befit Him to sleep. His veil is light. Were He to 
withdraw it (the veil), the splendour of His countenance would consume 
His creation as far as His sight reaches.” 

(Quoted by Muslim. Authenticated hadlth.) 

Commentary 

There are other versions of this hadith that mention “sixty-six,” “seven 
hundred,” or “seventy thousand” veils of light and darkness. It is this last 
version that al-Ghazzall chooses to comment upon: 

I explain it thus. God manifests Himself and to Himself. Therefore 
there could only be a veil in relation to a being who is “veiled.” Now, 
amongst men, these are of three kinds, in accordance with their veils: 
pure darkness, mixed darkness and light, or pure light. 

The subdivisions of these three are numerous... My clearest opin¬ 
ion, however, is that these numbers [in the hadith] are not mentioned in 
the way of definite enumeration at all, for numbers are not infrequent¬ 
ly mentioned without any intention of limitation, but rather to denote 
some indefinitely great quantity—and God knows best! 

1. Those veiled by Pure Darkness 

These are the atheists: who believe not in God, nor the Last Day.' 36 
These are: they who love this present life more than that which is to 
come,' 31 for they do not believe in that which is to come at all. [... ] 

2. Those veiled by mixed Light and Darkness 

The second division consists of those who are veiled by mixed light 
and darkness. It includes three main kinds: first, those whose darkness 
has its origin in the senses (hiss); second, in the imagination ( khayal ); 
third, in false syllogisms of the intelligence (maqayis ‘aqliyya fasida). 

[...] 


136. IV:38,IX:45. 

137. XIV:3, XVI: 107. 
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3. Those veiled by Pure Light 

They also fall into several classes, and I will only refer to three of 
them: 

The first of these have searched and understood the true meaning 
of the Divine attributes, and have grasped that when these Divine attri¬ 
butes are named Speech, Will, Power, Knowledge, and the rest, it is not 
according to our human mode of naming. And this has led them to avoid 
denoting Him by these attributes altogether, and to denote Him simply 
by reference to His creation, as Moses did in his answer to Pharaoh, 
when the latter asked, “And what, pray, is the Lord of the Universe?” 
and he replied, “The Lord, Whose Holiness transcends even the ideas 
of these attributes. He is the Mover and Orderer of the Heavens.” 

The second mount higher than these, inasmuch as they perceived 
that the Heavens are a plurality, and that the mover of every particular 
Heaven is another being, called an Angel [... ] 

The third mount higher than these also, and say that this direct 
communication of motion to the celestial bodies must be an act of ser¬ 
vice to the Lord of the Universe, an act of worship and obedience to His 
command, and rendered by one of His creatures, an Angel, who stands 
to the pure Light Divine in the relation of the moon to the other vis¬ 
ible lights; and they assert that the Lord is the Obeyed-One ( al-Muta '). 
[...] 

But those who attain [union] (wdsilun) make up a fourth grade 
[ . . . ] They have passed beyond Him who moves the heavens ant 
who issued the command ( amara ) for their moving, and attained untc 
an Existent who transcends all that is comprehensible by human sight 
or human insight. The glories of His principal and supreme Face ( \va - 
jhuHu l-awwal al-a'ld) have consumed all that they had seen within 
themselves and outside themselves. They found Him transcendent of 
and separate from every characterization we attributed to Him. 

(Mishkat, pp. 89-97) 
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Narrated Abu Hurayra: “God, the Mighty and Majestic, has said: ‘I am 
with My servant’s opinion of Me: If he thinks that I will act in his favor, 
that will benefit him, and if he thinks that I act to his detriment, that will be 
detrimental to him.’” 

(Quoted by Ahmad ibn Hanbal. Authenticated hadith ) 
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Narrated Abu Hurayra: “God Most High has said: ‘I am with My servant’s 
opinion of Me and I am with him when he supplicates me.’” 

(Quoted by Muslim. Authenticated hadlth) 

Commentary 

A believer’s thinking well of (husn al-zann) God, as it were, causes his 
Lord to conform to it. This good opinion is then at the origin of graces and 
blessings in a believer’s life. Regarding this, Hasan al-Basri has said: “It 
is because of his thinking well of God that a servant can achieve what is 
good; it is because of his thinking ill of God that the hypocrite commits 
evil deeds.” According to Ibn ‘Ata’ Allah, there are essentially two bases 
for thinking well of God: considering His attributes and the blessings He 
bestows, the first of which is more elevated and harder to realize. With 
regard to this, he has written: “If you have not improved your thinking of 
Him on account of His attributes, improve it because of His treatment of 
you. For has He accustomed you to anything but what is good? And has He 
conferred upon you anything but His favors?” 138 


138. Hikam, no. 37. 
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Ibn al-‘Arabi 

The Real is with the servant according to his state: “I am with my servant’s 
opinion of Me. Let him therefore have a good opinion of Me.” Whatever 
the servant’s state may be, the Real will be with Him and will treat Him in 
conformity to that state. The Exalted Lord has said: Remember Me, and I 
will remember you . 139 Thus if the servant remembers (invokes) God in him¬ 
self, God will remember him in Himself, and if the servant remembers his 
Lord in a gathering, God will remember him in a better gathering. 

Just as God can be with the servant, so can the servant be with God. 
Concerning this, God has said: He loves them and they love Him.' 40 The 
Folk of the Path of God know what this degree implies: If God had not 
loved them beforehand, they could have not loved Him. 

(Fut., p. 152 [O.Y]) 
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139. II: 152. 

140. V: 54. 
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Narrated Abu Hurayra: “Our Lord—exalted be He—comes down every 
last third of the night to the nearest Heaven to us, saying: ‘Is there anyone 
invoking Me, so that I may respond to his invocation? Is there anyone pe¬ 
titioning Me, so that I may grant him his request? Is there anyone seeking 
My forgiveness, so that I may forgive him?’” 

(Quoted by al-Bukhari. Authenticated hadith.) 

Commentary 

In addition, the first meaning regarding the end of the night, this hadith also 
alludes to the end of times (akhir al-zaman), as the spiritual masters like to 
call it. It is known that the end of times is described as a dark period, not only 
for Islam but for the majority of religions. However, there exist compensa¬ 
tions for this inescapable decline: spiritual knowledge is less difficult to attain 
than in the past, and the “price to be paid” in order to obtain it is smaller. The 
end of times is therefore the period in which Mercy becomes nearer. 141 
Ibn al-‘Arab! 

The whole universe fell asleep when the Messenger of God left this 
world ... We are today, by the grace of God, in the last third of this night 
which is the sleep of the universe. And yet, the Real manifests Itself during 
the last third of the night and it is then that He bestows blessings, sciences, 
and perfect knowledge on every level, for this theophany is the nearest since 
it takes place at the heaven of the here-below. This is why the knowledge of 
this community is more perfect near its end than it ever was in its middle or 
in its beginning after the passing of the Messenger of God [... ] 

Our generations are more perfect in knowledge, and the first genera¬ 
tions of this community were more perfect in their actions. As for faith, no 
time is better than the one preceding it. 

0 Fut ., III, p. 188) 

141. See M. Lings, The Eleventh Hour, London: Archetype, 2002. 
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Amir ‘Abd al-Qadir 

The Predecessors were able to benefit, just as we can, from this “descent” 
and that which it brings with it. However, in their case, it was a matter of a 
partial and discontinuous theophany (tajallin miinqati'). As for the theoph- 
any of the last third of the night having started at the death of the Prophet & 
and lasting until the Day of Judgement, nobody has a part in it if not us. 
(Mawaqif, no. 295) 
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Narrated Abu Hurayra: “Verily, God, the Exalted and Glorious, will say on 
the Day of Resurrection: ‘O son of Adam, I was sick but you did not visit 
Me.’ He will say: ‘O my Lord; how could I visit Thee whereas Thou art the 
Lord of the worlds?’ Thereupon He will say: ‘Did you not know that such 
and such a servant of Mine was sick but you did not visit him and were you 
not aware that if you had visited him, you would have found Me by him?’ 
[The Lord will again say:] O son of Adam, I asked food of you but you did 
not feed Me.’ He will say: *My Lord, how could I feed Thee whereas Thou 
art the Lord of the worlds?’ He said: ‘Did you not know that such and such 
a servant of Mine asked food of you but you did not feed him, and were you 
not aware that if you had fed him you would have found him by My side?’ 
[The Lord will again say:] ‘0 son of Adam, I asked drink of you but you did 


178 





God and His Attributes 


not provide Me.’ He will say: ‘My Lord, how could I provide Thee whereas 
Thou art the Lord of the worlds?’ Thereupon He will say: ‘Such and such 
servant of Mine asked you for a drink but you did not provide for him, and 
had you provided him drink you would have found it near Me.’” 

(Quoted by Muslim. Authenticated hadith) 

Commentary 

This hadith not only enjoins empathy and generosity towards those who 
suffer, it emphasizes that all altruistic action of a believer is not only done 
for God but that it is also, as it were, done to God. Nothing masks this real¬ 
ity but the “veil of appearances”—the illusion of multiplicity. 

al-MunawI 

In his commentary on this hadith, KalabadhT has written: “God uses for 
Himself certain attributes belonging to His servants, and says, ‘I was sick; 
I asked food from you; I was thirsty.’ When the bonds of love between two 
beings are profound enough, the soul is necessarily moved. Do you not 
know that Qays who was madly in love with Layla said, ‘Love is the means 
to achieve union. I have already realized this union and therefore I need no 
means. I am Layla, and Layla is me!”’ 

(Fay4 al-Qadir, hadith no. 1934) 


179 



SPIRITUAL TEACHINGS OF THE PROPHET 


Hadlth 125 

•0*3$ : <y- <_r J ’ u* 


+ * 


(ir^~ 


eljj) 


Narrated Anas ibn Malik: “The Faithful (al-Mu’min) is the mirror of the 
faithful ( mu'min ).” 

(Quoted by al-Tirmidhl. Validated hadlth.) 

Commentary 

This hadlth is generally interpreted according to the most immediate mean¬ 
ing: “The believer is the mirror of the believer,” thus emphasizing the im¬ 
portance of bonding with others and the aid this bond can provide in the 
path of the knowledge of the self. However, the spiritual masters emphasize 
that the Arabic term mu’min is also a Divine name, and that, keeping this 
in mind, the hadlth sheds light on the importance of the bond with God in 
knowing oneself. At this point, it is pertinent to mention another hadlth 
which, despite not being included in the canonical collections, is often 
quoted by the spiritual masters: “He who knows his soul, knows his Lord 
(man ‘arafa nafsahu ffa-qadJ ‘arafa rabbah)." 

Amir ‘Abd al-Qadir 

The hadlth teaches us: “The Faithful ( al-Mu’min ) is the mirror of the faithful 
(i al-mu’min ).” This means that the Mu’min, who is none other than God, is the 
minor of the saint (wall) and vice versa. Even if the Real (al-Haqq) reflects the 
entirety of the Creation (al-khalq), the believer is mentioned here in an exclu¬ 
sive mode in order to honor him and also because the saint is well nigh the only 
one to perceive this “play of minors” between God and Creation. This is what 
led our master Muhyi al-Dln [Ibn al-‘Arabi] to say: “He is your minor, and you 
are His mirror.” This means that He is your minor when you contemplate your¬ 
self, as well as your “existential receptacle” (aniya wujiidiyya). He is equally 
your minor when you contemplate someone else, and He is still your minor 
when you contemplate your non-manifested “immutable essence” ( ghaybiyya ) 
which is contained in Divine Knowledge. But you will only be able to realize 
this if you are amongst the elite of the elite. With regard to your essential being 
(wujud 'aynX), you are the minor of His Names which are none other than the 
affected Essence of certain attributes and which do not really differ from the 
Essence. And this is how the minor and the one looking into it are confused. 
Where, then, is the Real? And where is the creature? At times it is God who is 
the Minor in which He sees the servant, and at times it is the servant who is the 
minor in which God is both the reflected and the reflection. 

(Mawdqif, no. 109) 
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II 




Narrated ‘A’isha: “Verily, God the Exalted loves kindness in everything.” 
(Quoted by al-Bukhari. Authenticated hadlth.) 

Hadith 127. 




Narrated ‘All: “Verily, God is kind and He loves kindness: He accords to it 
that which can never be attained through the use of force.” 

(Quoted by Ahmad ibn Hanbal. Validated hadith.) 

Commentary 

As we have seen in other hadith , God loves to see in His creature reflec 
tions of the Attributes belonging to Him. On the importance of kindnes. 
towards others and refraining from violence, refer to hadith 7 and 8. 
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Narrated Abu Hurayra: “When God loves one of His servants, He calls 
Gabriel saying, ‘God loves so-and-so; O Gabriel! Love him.’ Gabriel loves 
him and makes an announcement amongst the inhabitants of Heaven. ‘God 
loves so-and-so, therefore you should love him also,’ and so all the inhab¬ 
itants of Heaven love him, and then he is granted the acceptance [of the 
believers] on earth.” 

(Quoted by al-Bukharl. Authenticated hadlth.) 

Commentary 

This hadith mentions the love of God for the creature, as well as some of its 
consequences. This love radiates and spreads: first to Gabriel, then to the 
angels, and finally to the inhabitants of the earth. Unlike the angels, not all 
the inhabitants of the earth will feel love for the one who is loved by God: 
to be receptive to the love that God bestows upon His servant is already in 
itself a grace. Be that as it may, it is worth pondering on the nature of God’s 
love for His creatures. 


al-Ghazzall 

Know that in numerous passages, the Qur’an affirms God’s love for His 
servant. We must therefore understand the meaning of this love. The Ex¬ 
alted has said: He loves them, and they love Him; 1 * 2 Lo! God loveth them 
who battle for His cause in ranks, as if they were a solid structure ; 143 Truly 
God loves those who turn (unto Him), and He loveth those who purify them¬ 
selves.'* 4 

However, the term “love” cannot be used in the same meaning for God 
and for His creatures. Indeed, all the terms which are used both for God 
and His creatures must be of a different mode. Even the term “existence” 


142. V: 54. 

143. LXIV: 4. 

144. II: 222. 
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(witjfid) —which is a most universal one—cannot be applied in the same 
fashion for both God and the creature because, except for God, the exis¬ 
tence of everything is dependent ( mustafad) on that of God. Unconditioned 
existence and contingent existence cannot be equivalent... 

Despite the common denotation, their gap is even more visible in the 
use of Divine Qualities: Knowledge, Will, Power, etc. The Creator and the 
creature do not possess them in the same degree! On a lexical level then, 
these terms denote qualities of a creature, because it is easier to grasp the 
nature of the latter than that of the Creator. Thus love ( mahabba ) denotes 
the inclination of the soul towards that which corresponds to it. And yet, 
this can only be conceived for an imperfect ( naqis ) being lacking some¬ 
thing it needs in order to perfect itself. Such a love cannot pertain to God 
because all perfection, all beauty, all splendour, and all majesty can be at¬ 
tributed to Him: in reality, they belong to God eternally without any change 
or diminution. God cannot have an interest for “another qua other”: He has 
no interest except for His Essence ( Dhat ) and His Actions ( af'al ). There 
is nothing in existence except His Essence and His Actions. That is why 
Shaykh Abu Sa‘Id al-Mahaynl 145 has said about the verse He loves them 
and they love Him: “It is by the Truth that He loves them for He loves none 
other than Himself.” He meant that He is the All and that there is no exis¬ 
tence outside Him. 

It is thus that all the words related to the love of God for His servar 
must be interpreted: they allude to the lifting of the veils from the heart of tl 
believer so that he can see through his heart, to his achieving the nearness a 
God, and to the eternal Will which determines that. The love of God for the 
creature He loves is in fact eternal... even if contingent ( hadith ) causes are 
an occasion ( sabab ) for the Action of God to perform the lifting of the veil 
from the heart, as announced by the Most High in the saying: “My servant 
ceaseth not to draw near unto Me with added devotions of his free will until 
I love him.” The practice of supererogatory works is the second cause, which 
enables the servant to realize inner purity, to remove the veil from the heart, 
and to achieve the nearness of his Lord. All this constitutes the Act of God 
and testifies to His Grace (lutf). This is the meaning of His love. 

C Ihya , IV, pp. 318-319) 


145. For this shaykh’s name we follow Nabhanl’s Karamat al-awliyd\ II, p. 439. 
He was a companion of al-Junayd. 
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Narrated Abu Hurayra: “Verily, God Most High detests one who possesses 
knowledge related to this world while ignoring the Hereafter.” 

(Quoted by al-Hakim. Validated hadlth ) 

Commentary 

This hadlth comprises a condemnation of purely outward knowledge ac¬ 
companied by forgetting—not to say rejection—of all that transcends the 
material world. From this viewpoint, the hadlth complements the Qur’an: 




They know the outward nature of this world’s life, but of the Hereafter 
they are heedless . 146 

However, this hadlth can also refer to the theologians who use their knowl¬ 
edge for worldly goals. al-Ghazzall devotes a long text to the condemnation 
of this attitude. 

al-Ghazzall 

Heavy condemnations have been related regarding the venal scholars 
(‘ ulama’ al~sii ’): they are the persons whose chastisement will be the se¬ 
verest on the Day of Resurrection. We have to grasp what differentiates the 
worldly scholars {‘ulama’ al-dunya) from the spiritual scholars {‘ulama’ 
al-akhira). By “worldly scholars” we mean the venal scholars whose aim is 
to acquire the pleasures of the here-below, celebrity, and fame amongst the 
greats of this world through their knowledge. [... ] 

The spiritual scholars are recognized through certain distinctive signs 
(‘ alamat ): they do not seek this world through their knowledge. Even if a 
scholar does not possess a high degree of knowledge, he must at least per¬ 
ceive the mediocrity, futility, instability, and the ephemeral character of the 
here-below. Conversely, he must be aware of the supremacy of the Hereaf¬ 
ter, of its eternity , of the bliss and majesty of this kingdom. He must know 

146. XXX: 7. 
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that these two worlds are opposed; they are similar to two rivals: when you 
please one, you anger the other. They are also comparable to the two plates 
of a balance: when one of them is elevated, the other is abased. Just like 
East and West: approaching one means getting farther from the other. It is 
the same as communicating vessels ( qadah ): the content which passes into 
the second empties the first. Whoever does not perceive the mediocrity of 
the here-below, its instability, the relation of all its ephemeral pleasures 
with suffering, is not of a healthy mind for observation and experience suf¬ 
ficient to realize this. How can someone then be amongst the scholars if he 
has no sane mind? 

(Iliya’, I, pp. 58-60) 
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Narrated Abu al-Darda’: “Lo! God Most High loves saddened hearts.” 
(Quoted by al-Tabaranl. Validated hadlth.) 

Commentary 

In contrast lo the hadlth presenting sadness as expiation for the sins which 
are more numerous than the good deeds, 147 this hadlth emphasizes a sad¬ 
ness which in reality is a nostalgia for the celestial homeland of the soul. 
al-MunawT 


“Lo! God Most High loves saddened hearts,” meaning [hearts] filled with 
gentleness, kindness, and mercy. But the saddened hearts are also those 
which are marked by the fear of God, and who are dedicated to religion, and 
preoccupied with their shortcomings before God. Regretting these short¬ 
comings is, in fact, the state of the lover towards his beloved. 

God Most High looks at the hearts of His servants and loves those who 
assume the “virtues of gnosis” (akhlctq al-ma'rifa) which are fear, hope, 
sadness, love, modesty, gentleness, and purity ... 

(Fayd al-Qadlr, hadlth no. 1888) 

Amir ‘Abd al-Qadir 

The spiritual states of the traveller to God ( al-salik al-sa'ir) change their 
hue continuously: sometimes contraction ( qabd) and sometimes expansion 
(bast), sometimes laughter and sometimes crying. This is due to two con¬ 
siderations taken into account by the traveller: 

The first concerns taking into consideration the benefits and for¬ 
giveness that God grants him. He becomes aware that he is a slave of 
God who is travelling towards His presence. He has a good opinion of 
his Lord; he expects Him to have mercy on him, to lift the veils separat¬ 
ing him from God, to give him the knowledge of the reality of his soul, 
and to introduce him to the gathering of Bliss with the beloved ones 
who are gratified by intimacy and honour. This awareness necessarily 
generates joy, laughter, and inner plenitude (inbisat). 

The second is the taking into consideration by the traveller of his 
shortcomings pertaining to spiritual manners (adab) and Divine com¬ 
mands, as well as the absence of gratitude for the benefits he receives. 
To this is added his realizing his present state, his remoteness from the 


147. Cf. hadlth 6. 


186 



God and His Attributes 


presence of the beloved ones, the accumulation of veils, the domina¬ 
tion of his ego and passion, and the hold on his heart of the love of this 
world and concupiscent desires. Consideration of these things neces¬ 
sarily generates contraction, sadness, and tears; furthermore, it gener¬ 
ates inner collapse in him who possesses a high spiritual aspiration and 
a soul which has not turned animal. 

The traveller cannot escape the alternation of these two spiritual states. 

(Mawaqif, no. 27) 
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Narrated Ibn Mas‘ud: “Verily, God Most High is beautiful and He loves 
beauty.” 

(Quoted by Muslim. Authenticated hadlth.) 

Commentary 

Being linked to God, love of beauty should not be interpreted here in a 
subjective and individualist sense. It is often forgotten that beauty, far from 
being a useless luxury, is an integral part of the spiritual means offered by 
religions, even if in such a domain the emphasis may vary significantly. 

Ibn al-‘ArabI 

There are many things that the Most High loves to see in His servant. 
Among these, we will mention the embellishment ( tajammul ) for God, as 
there is in this a fully-fledged act of worship (‘ ibada mustaqilla). This is 
particularly true for prayer, because in this instance God commands you 
to be careful of the beauty of your clothes: O children of Adam! Attend to 
your embellishments at every time of prayer ... 148 To those who oppose 
this practice, God says: Say: Who hath forbidden the embellishment of God 
which He has brought forth for His servants and the good provisions? Say: 
These are for the believers in the life of this world, purely (theirs) on the 
resurrection day; thus do We make the communications clear for a people 
who know. m 

(Wasaya, no. 14, p. 38) 

Frithjof Schuon (‘Isa Nur al-DTn) 

Beauty, whatever use man may make of it, belongs fundamentally to its 
Creator, Who through it projects into the world of appearances something 
of His Being. 

(Echoes, p. 21) 


In the economy of spiritual means, beauty, which is positive and compas¬ 
sionate, stands in a sense opposite of asceticism, which is negative and 
implacable; nonetheless the one always contains something of the other, for 
both are derived from truth and express truth, though from different points 
of view. 

The pursuit of the disagreeable is justified in so far as it is a form of 

148. VII: 31 

149. VII: 32 
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asceticism. It must not, however, be carried to the point of becoming a cult 
of ugliness, for that would amount to a denial of one aspect of truth. This 
question could hardly arise in a civilization still wholly traditional, for in 
such a civilization ugliness is more or less accidental. Only in the modem 
world has ugliness become something like a norm or a principle; only here 
does beauty appear as a specialty, not to say a luxury. Hence the frequent 
confusion, at all levels, between ugliness and simplicity. 

In our times the discerning of forms assumes a quite special impor¬ 
tance. Error appears in all the forms that surround us and in which we live. 
There is a danger of its poisoning our sensibility—even our intellectual 
sensibility—by introducing into it a kind of false indifference, hardness, 
and triviality. 

(, Perspectives , p. 31) 
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Narrated Ibn ‘Amr: “Whoever reads a passage from the Qur’an less than 
three times has not understood it.” 

(Quoted by al-Tirmidhl. Authenticated hadlth.) 

Commentary 

The understanding of the Qur’an mentioned in this hadlth is not of the or¬ 
der of a rationalist analysis but of an impregnation of the reader’s being by 
the Divine word. However, this is only realized progressively, and in this 
sense this hadlth invites successive readings. Concerning the inexhaustible 
character of the Qur’an, Abu Madyan (d. 594/1198) has said: “The Qur’an 
is a Divine descent (nuziil) and a progressive revelation {tanzU), and going 
on until the Resurrection.” 150 

al-Ghazzall 

It is related that one day the Prophet ^ read the formula In the Name of 
God, the All-Merciful, the Compassionate and that he repeated it twenty 
times. He repeated this verse in order for the best ones to meditate upon its 
meanings. Also, Abfl Dharr al-Ghifari relates the following hadlth : “One 
night, when the Messenger of God & stood for prayers with us, he kept 
repeating the sentence. If Thou chastisest them, they are but your servants; 
and if Thou pardonest them, Thou art the Mighty, the Wise.” 

It is reported that Abu Sulayman al-Darani said: “For me reciting a 
verse means repeating it in my prayers for four or five nights, and if I do 
not interrupt my meditation on this verse, I cannot continue with another.” 
It has also been related from another of our predecessors ( salaf) that he 
would not recite anything except Sura Hud for six months before grasping 
its content through meditation. 

{Ihya\ I,p. 283) 

Ibn al-‘Arab! 

The servant whose inner sight ( al-baslra ) is enlightened—he who is guided 

150. Cf. Vincent J. Cornell, The Way of Abu Madyan (Cambridge: Islamic Texts 
Society, 1996), p. 117. 
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by a light from his Lord 151 —obtains with each recitation of a verse a new 
understanding, distinct from that which he had during the preceding recita¬ 
tion, and from that which he will obtain during the succeeding recitation. 
God has answered the request that was addressed to Him with the words: O 
my Lord, increase me in knowledge. 152 He whose understanding is identical 
in two successive recitations loses. As for he who recites without under¬ 
standing anything, may God have mercy on him! 

( Fut ., Ill, p. 129; fr. tr. M. Chodkiewicz: Ocean , p. 47) 


151. Reference to XXXIX: 22 

152. XX: 114 
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Narrated Anas: “There is an ornamentation for everything, and the orna¬ 
mentation of the Qur’an is a beautiful voice.” 

(Quoted by ‘Abd al-Razzaq. Authenticated hadith.) 
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Narrated al-Barra’: “Embellish the Qur’an with your voice, because a beau¬ 
tiful voice amplifies the beauty of the Qur’an.” 

(Quoted by al-Hakim. Authenticated hadith.) 

Commentary 

Some rare but virulent critics of chanted recitation of the Qur’an may 
be found amongst certain jurists. The following passage is a response of 
Shaykh al-‘AlawI to some criticisms formulated by ‘Uthman ibn al-Makkl, 
a Salafi theologian from Tunisia, who considered the chanting of the Qur’an 
a blameworthy innovation. 

Shaykh al-‘AlawI 

You continue by saying, “Another innovation is to recite the Qur’an melo¬ 
diously, which is a reprehensible act, therefore the banning of it is necessary 
and it is important that the Qur’an be kept free from such recitation. Nay! 
Even in poetry, melody is disapproved of. So it is necessary to stay away 
from listening to it. What then in the case of the verses of God—exalted be 
He—and His Divine speech?” 

I cannot refrain from reacting in the face of such a tirade: what audacity 
to speak about the religion of God without knowing it! What looseness in 
the handling of textual references which you do not understand. [... ] 
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Jalal al-Dln al-Suyuti reports several hadlth of the Prophet $1 —which 
are more than enough to show that he approved the chanting ( al-taghantii ) 
of the Qur’an. Thus, according to Anas, the Prophet & said: “There is a 
decoration for everything, and the decoration of the Qur’an is the beautiful 
voice.” He has also said: “Embellish the Qur’an with your voice, because 
the beautiful voice increases the Qur’an in beauty.” [... ] 

Perchance you will say that “embellish” here means respecting the rules 
of psalmody and especially slow recitation ( tartil ), whereas I say that these 
hadith encourage very clearly the chanted recitation of the Qur’an. If this 
is not obvious to you, then look at something even more explicit. Al-Suyutr 
relates from Ibn Mas'ud the following saying of the Prophet £■£: “He who 
recites the Qur’an without chanting (lam yataghanna) is not of us”; and 
also, “Nothing is more appreciated by God than the chanted recitation of 
the Qur’an in a high voice by a prophet.” 

(Qawl, p. 59) 
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Narrated Ibn Mas'ud: ‘The Qur’an has an interior (bain) and an exterior 
Q:a/?r), a limit ( hadd) and a point of ascension ( mafia ‘ or math')." 

(Quoted by Ibn Hibban. Authenticated hadlth) 

Commentary 

The multiplicity of the degrees of profundity in the comprehension of the 
Qur’an is stated clearly in this hadlth. However, the inexhaustible richness 
of the Qur’an must not lead to whims and purely individual interpretations. 
On this matter, al-Ghazzali makes the following distinctions: 
al-Ghazzall 

Perhaps you will say that I venture too far in what proceeds concerning 
the understanding of the secrets of the Qur’an, which are unveiled to those 
whose hearts were purified, and you will pose the question: “How can you 
reconcile this with the word of the Prophet jjjj, ‘Whoever interprets the 
Qur’an according to his personal opinion ( ra’y ) prepares himself a place in 
lellftre?’” 153 

This misunderstood hadlth has led some specialists of the outward in- 
rpretation (idhir al-tafslr) of the Qur’an to reject the commentaries of 
Jie mystics as well as of those who are attached to Sufism. They reject all 
the interpretations of the Qur’an advanced by these mystics on the grounds 
that they are not contained in what is related through Ibn ‘Abbas and other 
interpreters of the Qur’an. 154 These specialists go so far as to accuse these 
mystics of disbelief (kufr). If these detractors are right, the comprehension 
of the Qur’an will be reduced to the memorization of the contents of the 
commentaries; and if they are not correct, then what is the meaning of the 
saying of the Prophet ^5, “Whoever interprets the Qur’an according to his 
personal opinion (ra’y) is preparing himself a place in Hellfire?” 

[I therefore say:] Know that whoever claims that the Qur’an has no 
other meaning, apart from those held by the outward commentary, only 
indicates his own limits. In reality, the hadlth and the sayings of the Com¬ 
panions show that the Qur’an contains meanings which are only achieved 
by those gifted with comprehension (arbab al-fahm). On this subject, ‘All 
has said: “... we now have access only to the comprehension of the Qur’an 


153. Quoted by al-Tirmidhi, narrated by Ibn ‘Abbas. 

154. Regarding elements of understanding collected by the first generations of 
Islam such as hadlth, lexicography, circumstances of revelation, etc. 
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which only God can grant to His servant.” If there were nothing else apart 
from the interpretations handed down in writing, then which comprehen¬ 
sion was ‘All alluding to? On the other hand, the Prophet has said: ‘The 
Qur’an has an interior and an exterior, a limit and a point of ascension.” 
A similar saying has been related by Ibn Mas'ud, who was an authority 
on the interpretation of the Qur’an. What do the terms “interior,” “exte¬ 
rior,” “limit,” and “point of ascension” mean? It is known that ‘Alt used to 
say: “If I wanted, I could load seventy camels just with the commentary of 
the chapter Fatiha!” What do these words mean, knowing that the outward 
commentary of this chapter is very short? [.. . ] Ibn Mas'ud used to say: 
“Whoever wishes to know the knowledge of the first people to the last ones, 
let him meditate upon the Qur’an.” Obviously, this cannot be achieved by 
being content with the outward commentary. 

To summarize, all knowledge derives from the Actions ( afal) of God 
and of His Attributes (sifat). And yet, the Qur’an displays the Essence, Ac¬ 
tions, and Attributes of God: therefore, knowledge derived from the Qur’an 
is limitless. 

Uhya’, I, p. 290) 

Ibn al-‘Arabi 

‘All ibn Abl Talib used to say: “Revelation ended with the death of the 
Messenger of God pH. and we now have access only to the comprehensioij 
of the Qur’an which God can grant to His servant.” The folk of unveil 
ing ( ahl al-kashf) amongst us recognize unanimously the validity of the 
hadlth affirming that every verse has an outward meaning ( zahir ), an in¬ 
terior ( batin ), a limit (hadd) , and a point of ascension. For each of these 
degrees, there are folks [forming as many spiritual categories]. Each of 
these groups of folks (jawa'if) possesses a pole, and around him revolves 
the “sphere” of the [type of] unveiling [linked to one of the four aspects the 
Qur’an mentioned above]. 

I visited our master Abu Muhammad ‘Abd Allah al-Shakkaz from 
Granada in 595/1199. He was amongst the greatest masters I was able 
to meet along the Path: I have never met his equal in spiritual effort ( al- 
ijtihad). During that visit he told me: ‘There are four types of spiritual 
men: those who have been faithful to their covenant with God ,JS and they 
are the people of the outward meaning; those whom neither merchandise 
nor sale beguileth from the invocation of God 156 and they are the folk of 
the inner meaning who live in the Presence of the Real (julasa’ al-Haqq) 
with whom they converse; there also people of al-A‘raf, lsl as the Exalted 


155. Cf. XXX: 23. 

156. Cf. XXIV: 37. 

157. Allusion to verse VII: 46. The a'raf are traditionally described as fortifica¬ 
tions surrounding Paradise. According to some commentators the folk of al~A ‘raf 
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says, “On the Heights are men, who are the possessors of spiritual smell 
and discernment, and they are free from any qualification; Abu Yazid al- 
Bastaml was amongst them; and finally there are those who, when called by 
the Real, come to Him on foot, relinquishing any mount in order to hasten 
to respond to the Divine call, and proclaim unto mankind the pilgrimage. 
They will come unto thee on foot. . . , 158 these are the folk of the point of 
ascension.” 

(Fut., I, p. 187) 


are persons who deserve neither Paradise nor Hell. This is a border zone between 
these two. In the case of the spiritual category mentioned by al-Shakkaz, al-A ‘raf 
indicates going beyond the Heaven-Hell alternative. 

158. XXII: 27. 
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Narrated ‘Abd Allah ibn ‘Amr: ‘The man of the Qur’an will be told on the 
Day of Resurrection: ‘Read and rise up! Lo!, your position ( manzila ) is to 
be found in the last verse that you will read.’” 

(Quoted by Ahmad ibn Hanbal. Authenticated hadlth ) 

Commentary 

This hadlth shows that every verse which is known by the believer will ele¬ 
vate him in the celestial abodes of Paradise; in the same way, each verse can 
become an opportunity for a spiritual ascension on the path of Knowledge. 
Without diminishing the meaning of this hadlth concerning the Hereafter, 
Ibn al-‘ArabI emphasizes the mode in which the spiritual people should 
read the Qur’an in this life. 

Ibn al-‘Arabi 


The man of the Qur’an will be told on the Day of Resurrection: “Read an( 
rise up!” In this world of responsibility towards God ( taklif ), the elevatior. 
of the man of the Qur’an consists in passing from one type of reading to 
another: it should be the Real who reads through the tongue of His servant. 
Just as He must be the Hearing by which the servant hears, and the Sight by 
which he sees, and the Hand with which he grasps, and the Foot with which 
he walks, the Real must be the tongue with which he speaks. Thus the 
servant will not praise God or glorify Him except through what the Qur’an 
contains, and he will be aware [that it is God who does this through him]. 
The servant must therefore rise from a reading of the Qur’an by himself to 
a reading by his Lord: then it is the Real Himself who reads His book... 

(Wasaya, p. 64) 
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Narrated Anas ibn Malik: ‘“There are, in truth, folk of God amongst the 
people.’ Someone asked, ‘O Messenger of God, who are the folk of God?’ 
He said: ‘The folk of the Qur’an are the folk of God and His elite.’” 

(Quoted by Ahmad ibn Hanbal. Authenticated hadlth) 

Commentary 

The expression “the folk of the Qur’an” can be interpreted—as is always 
the case in this domain—on diverse levels. Taken in its literal meaning, this 
expression can denote the “specialists” of the Qur’an, both for the reciter 
(muqri') and for the exegete (mufassir). But for the mystics of Islam, this 
expression involves a deeper reality. Indeed, for them the meaning pertains 
to nourishing oneself with the word of God and living through it. Referring 
to his relationship with the Qur’an, the Shaykh al-‘AlawT affirms in his 
collection of poems: “It has taken up its dwelling in our hearts and on our 
tongues and it has mingled with our blood and our flesh and our bones and 
all that is in us.” 159 

Frithjof Schuon (‘Isa Nur al-Dln) 

One reason why Westerners have difficulty in appreciating the Qur’an and 
have even many times questioned whether this book contains the premises 
of a spiritual life lies in the fact that they look in a text for a meaning that is 
fully expressed and immediately intelligible, whereas Semites, and Eastern 
peoples in general, are lovers of verbal symbolism and read “in depth.” The 
revealed phrase is for them an array of symbols from which more and more 
flashes of light shoot forth the further the reader penetrates into the spiritual 
geometry of the words: the words are reference points for a doctrine that is 
inexhaustible; the implicit meaning is everything, and the obscurities of the 
literal meaning are so many veils marking the majesty of the content. 

(Understanding Islam , p. 64) 


159. pp. 44-46. Cf. Martin Lings, A Sufi Saint of the Twentieth Century (Cam¬ 
bridge: Islamic Texts Society, 1993), p. 35. 
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Ibn al-‘ArabI 

[In his commentary on the hadith according to which God descends to the 
heaven of this world during the last third of the night, 160 Ibn al-‘Arabt explains 
the Divine intention of this descent by the expression “nocturnal discussion” 
( musamara ). This gives him the chance to clarify what the relationship of the 
“realized gnostic” (’arif al-muhaqqiq) with the Word of God could be.] 

It is I, He says, who recite My Book for him with his tongue whereas 
he listens to Me; that is my nocturnal conversation with him. This servant 
is nourished by My word. But if he goes back to its meanings, he leaves My 
presence through his thought (fikr) and his reflection ( ta’ammul ). What is 
incumbent upon him is only to turn to Me, and render his hearing receptive 
to My word until I am present in his recitation. And just as it is I who recite, 
and I who make him hear, it is also I who then explain My word to him and 
interpret its meanings. That is My nocturnal coversation with him. He thus 
draws knowledge from Me and not from his thought and his deductions 
(i'tibar). He no longer cares to think of Paradise, of Hell, of the reckoning, 
of the Judgment, of the here-below or of the Hereafter, for he no longer 
considers these things through his reason (‘ aql ) and no longer analyzes 
each verse with his thought; he is satisfied with lending an ear to what I tell 
him. Thus, he becomes a “witness” (shahid), present with Me. It is I who 
take charge of his instruction. 

(Fut., I, p. 239. Fr. tr. Ocean, p. 48) 


160. Cf. hadith 123. 
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Narrated ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab: “Verily, the Qur’an was revealed in seven 
readings: read therefore the one accessible to you.” 

(Quted by al-Bukhari. Authenticated hadith.) 

Commentary 


Amir ‘Abd al-Qadir 

The Predecessors and the Companions have commented extensively on 
this hadlth. Imam al-SuyOtl relates forty sayings on this subject, but there 
are certainly numerous ones which he did not know of. However, the best 
commentary on the manner of the folk of gnosis ( ahl al- ‘irfan ) was written 
by the gnostic ‘Abd al-‘Az!z al-Dabbagh of Fez who had no predecessor 
in what he said. Of all that has been said concerning this hadith there are 
things which are accurate and others which are even more so; true things 
and even truer things. All this comes from God and His theophanies, be¬ 
cause the Word of the Real and that of His Messenger ^5 is an overflowing 
ocean without shore ... 

Among the meanings contained in the Word of God and the word 
of His Messenger are those which have never been reached or perceived 
by anyone. That which the Real has cast upon me concerning this sub¬ 
lime hadith pertains to the metaphysical readings of the Qur’an ( ahruf 
haqiqiyya). In fact, one must know that for the most elevated spiritual elite, 
there are eight kinds of reading: the metaphysical, the sublime (‘ aliya ), the 
spiritual ( ruhaniyya ), the formal ( suwariyya ), the intelligible (ma ‘nawiyya ), 
the imaginal ( khaydliyya ), the literal ( hissiyya lafziyya), and the graphical 
( khattiyya ). The metaphysical readings come under seven main attributes 
or universal principles: Knowledge, Will, Power, Speech, Hearing, Sight, 
and Life, which is a condition sine qua non of the principles mentioned 
above... 

We have neglected nothing in the Book. 161 All those which are called 
“things” are contained in the sublime Qur’an, both directly and indirectly, 
both as contents ( dimnan ) and as necessary consequence ( iltizaman ). The 
term “thing” is more general than the terms “existent” and “non-existent,” 


161. VI: 38. 
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and this is why linguists affirm that “thing” is the most undetermined of all, 
followed by the term “existent.” Because it contains an immense collec¬ 
tion of things, the Book was called Qur’an, this term being the collective- 
plural of qar’ which means “collection of objects.” The noble Qur’an is 
but the manifestation of the Knowledge of the Real—exalted be He—and 
His Knowledge certainly contains the knowledge of the universals and the 
particulars. Therefore, the Qur’an contains them too ... 

As for the different readings known [by the common folk], they diverge 
grammatically depending on an extension or a deletion, a preposition and 
postposition, a nominative and an accusative, a genitive and an apocope, 
but these are just minor readings (al-ahruf al-sighar)... 

In His generosity, the Real—exalted be He—works and gives everyone 
what they deserve in terms of comprehension of the Qur’an, in accordance 
with their predispositions. 

(Mawaqif, no. 85) 
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Narrated Abu Sa‘Id al-Khudri: “The Lord has said: ‘He who is occupied 
with reading the Qur’an and invokes Me to the point of not thinking about 
{addressing] his requests will receive more than the servants who address 
them to Me. The value of the Word of God in comparison with other words 
is comparable with the value of God in relation to His creatures.” 

(Quoted by al-Tirmidhl. Validated hadlth) 

Commentary 

This hadlth confirms the attitude mentioned by Ibn al-'Arabi, 162 according 
to which it is suitable for the person who really wishes to “hear” the Divine 
Word to be entirely receptive to the Presence: “ . . . [he] no longer cares 
about thinking of Paradise, Hell, the reckoning, the Judgment, the here- 
below and the Hereafter, for he no longer considers these things through 
his reason (‘ aql ) and no longer analyzes the verses through his thought: 
he is content with giving ear to what I say. Thus, he becomes a ‘witness’ 
(shahid): he is present with Me. It is I who take charge of his instruction.” 


162. Cf. hadlth 137. 
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Hadlth 140 
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Narrated Qalada: “I was the first man to be created and the last to be sent 
[as a prophet].” 

(Quoted by Ibn Sa‘d. Authenticated hadlth.) 

Commentary 

In this hadlth, the Prophet alludes to his inner reality which prefigures 
his terrestrial mission. Numerous Muslim spiritual masters have meditated 
upon the nature of this inner reality ( haqlqa muhammadiyya) which has 
also been called Muhammadan light (nur muhammadt). Ja'far al-Sadiq (d. 
148/765) comments on the letter nun which opens the Chapter al-QalaiT 
(LXVIII), in the following way: “The nun represents the light of Pre-eter 
nity, out of which God created all beings, and which is Muhammad. Thai 
is why He said in the same Chapter: Truly Thou art of a sublime nature 
(4)—that is: you were privileged with that light from pre-eternity.” 163 

Concerning the Muhammadan light, the great saint Abu Yazid al- 
Bastaml (d. 261/874) uttered these monumental words: “If one atom of the 
light of the Prophet j&, appeared to creatures, none would resist except the 
Throne;” and “That which people know about the Prophet & is comparable 
to a drop of water dripping from a closed goatskin flask.” 164 

Shaykh ‘AIT Jum‘a 

It has been well established that the Prophet ^ is a light, for the Most High 
has said: 


O People of the Book! Now hath Our messenger come unto you, ex¬ 
pounding unto you much of that which ye used to hide in the Book, and 
forgiving much. Now hath come unto you a light from God and a plain 


163. Quoted from M. Chodkiewicz: Le Sceau des Saints, Gallimard, 1986, p. 85. 

164. Cf. KalabadhI, Kitab al-ta'arruf li-madhhab al-tasawwuf {D ar al-kutub al- 
‘ilmiyya: 1993), p. 77. 
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Book; 155 ... a summoner unto God by His permission, and a lamp that 
giveth light.'** 

The Prophet is therefore a “light” (/»</■) and he is shining ( munir ). It 
is completely permissible to say that the Prophet ^5 is a light since God 
Himself—exalted be He—described him and named him as such ... 

All of this does not prevent the Prophet pF, from being a human being 
as emphasized by the Qur’an. 

(Bayan, pp. 149-150) 

Rene Gu6non (‘Abd al-Wahid Yahya) 

“He who sees me sees the Truth” ( man ra 'am faqad ra ’a al-Haqq). There, 
in fact, lies the mystery of “prophetic” manifestation; and it is known that 
according to Hebrew tradition also, Metatron is both the agent of “theo- 
phanies” and the very principle of prophecy, which, explained in Is¬ 
lamic language, amounts to saying that he is none other than al-ruh al- 
muhammadiyyah, within which all the prophets and Divine messengers are 
one, and which, in the “lower world,” finds its ultimate expression in him 
who is their “seal” ( khatim al-anbiya 7 wa ’l-mursalln), that is, the one who 
reunites them into one final synthesis that is the reflection of their principial 
unity in the “higher world” (where it is awwal khalqi ‘Llah, the last in the 
manifested order by being analogically the first in the principial order), 
and who is thus “the Lord of the first and the last” ( sayyid al-awwalin 
wa’l-akhirln). It is thus and only thus that all the names and titles of the 
Prophet eS can be understood in their profundity. These names, in fact, are 
those of “Universal Man” ( al-insan al-kamil), ultimately totalizing in him 
all the degrees of Existence as they have all been contained in him since the 
beginning: 'alayhi salatu Rabbi ’l-'arshi dawman, “May the prayer of the 
Lord of the Throne be upon him forever!” 

(tsoterisme islamique, pp. 60-62) 


165. V: 15 

166. XXXIII: 46 
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Narrated Abu Hurayra: “I was kindled from the best of all the generations 
of the sons of Adam since their Creation, until I appeared in the generation 
which is mine.” 

(Quoted by al-Bukhari. Authenticated hadith ) 

Commentary 

Quite obviously, the Prophet p3. is not referring to his human identity— 
which would make no sense here—but to what has been denoted by the ex¬ 
pression niir muhammadi. The distinction between his human identity and 
his spiritual reality is fundamental for understanding certain aspects of the 
inner teachings of Islam. However, there is a finer gradation, establishing 
as it were a sort of continuity between the two poles of this distinction. 

Ibn ‘Ajiba 

Uways al-Qaranl has said: “By God, Muhammad’s Companions have only 
seen of him his outer husk! But his inner ( batin ) none of them knew.” By 
“inner” he meant “the intimate being” ( sirr ) of the Prophet js£. Uways was 
however, amongst the Companions who did know the Prophet’s spirit. A 
for the knowledge of the Prophet pit that others can have, it varies depend 
ing on their inner orientation ( tawajjuh ) and gnosis ( ma'rifa ). Thus the 
saints who are firmly established in their spiritual stations possess the inner 
knowledge of the Prophet in different degrees. Among them are those 
who know certain aspects of his intimate being; others know his spirit; oth¬ 
ers know his heart; and yet others know his intelligence ( ‘aqi ). And finally 
others know his soul. The saints who are firmly established in spiritual re¬ 
alization know his intimate being as it manifests itself in all things. That is 
why they perceive him each instant. Those whose states are still changing 
know his spirit and contemplate it most of the time. The aspirants travelling 
on the Path know his heart, which is how they obtain the perfect certainty, 
and how they are able to see him. As for the veiled ones amongst the com¬ 
mon folk of piety, they know his intelligence or his soul; they can see in a 
dream or in a waking state the physical person of the Prophet, depending on 
their love for him ... And God knows best. 

(Silsila, pp. 43-44) 
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Narrated Maysara al-Fakhr: “I asked the Messenger of God iS,'- ‘When did 
you become a prophet?’ [He said:] ‘I was a prophet when Adam was be¬ 
tween spirit and body.’” 

(Quoted by al-Hakim. Authenticated hadlth) 

Commentary 


lbn al-‘Arab! 

Compassion ( rahTm ) is a Divine attribute of the basmala' 61 and one of the 
names of the Prophet j£f because the Most High has described him as gentle 
and compassionate towards the believers . 158 The creation of the Prophet 
pS perfected existence just like the Name al-Rahim completes the basma¬ 
la, and the latter has enabled the perfection of creation. The Prophet is 
the origin ( mubtada ’) of the existence of the world qua Intellect and Soul: 
“Since when have you been a prophet?” “I was a prophet when Adam was 
between water and clay.” 

Therefore, it is through the Prophet that Existence was initiated— 
with regard to his inner reality ( batin )—and it is through him that the sta¬ 
tion of prophethood was sealed outwardly. This is why the Prophet j§5 said: 
“There will be neither prophet nor messenger after me.” 

The Divine attribute al-Rahim thus denotes Muhammad and it is 
through his name that our father Adam was brought into existence, and 
likewise during the phases of his existentiation. In reality, Adam is the 
“bearer” of the names, for the Most High has said:... We taught Adam 
all the Names, and Muhammad is the bearer of the meanings of the names 
received by Adam. In fact, these names are the words concerning which the 
Prophet has said: “I have received the all-encompassing words ...” 
(F«/.,I,p. 109) 


167. Arabic name for the formula Bismi-Llahi l-Rahmani l-Rahim. 

168. Cf. V: 54. See also III: 159; XV: 88; XXVI: 215. 
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Narrated ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab: 

After having committed the sin, Adam said to God: 

O Lord! By the honor of the Prophet, forgive me. 

O Adam. How do you know Muhammad, since I have not created 
him yet? 

O Lord! When Thou createdst me with Thy Hand, and Thou 
breathed unto me from Thy Spirit, I raised my head and saw the words, 
there is no god but God and Muhammad is the Messenger of God writ¬ 
ten above the Throne. I then understood that Thou couldst not associate 
Thy Name except with the name of Thy most beloved creature. 

You have spoken the truth, O Adam! This is the creature I love the 
most. Supplicate Me, therefore, by his honor, for I shall forgive you; if 
Muhammad were not, I would not have created you. 

(Quoted by al-Hakim. Authenticated hadlth.) 
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Narrated Ibn ‘Abbas: “God said to ‘Isa (Jesus): O ‘Isa! Believe in the mis¬ 
sion of Muhammad and order those in your community who do not know 
him to believe in him. Indeed, if Muhammad were not, I would have cre¬ 
ated neither Heaven nor Hell. I have created the Throne on the water and 
it trembled. Then I wrote ‘There is no god but God and Muhammad is the 
Messenger of God’ on it, and it calmed down.” 

(Quoted by al-Hakim. Authenticated hadith.) 

Commentary 

The idea according to which creation would have not taken place without 
the Prophet has sparked heated debates and a lot of ink has been spilled 
as a consequence. However, it is worth considering the meaning of the 
expression lawla Muhammad, which we translate as “if Muhammad were 
not.” Does this expression really denote the goal of creation? Or does it 
rather denote the means through which the world was created? 

Let us immediately point out that most of the critiques have been put 
forward in view of an apocryphal (jnawdu‘) hadith: lawlaka ma khalaqtu 
l-aflaka. The two hadith authenticated by al-Hakim therefore seem little 
known. On the other hand, these same critics emphasize that the goal of 
creation is the worship of God: I have not created the jinn and humankind 
except that they might worship Me. 169 

Since the idea that without the Prophet j~£ creation would not have 
come to be is supported by authenticated hadith, it cannot be rejected by a 
twisting of the hand as if it were contrary to Muslim orthodoxy. How can 
one then reconcile this idea with the verse above? 

Just as with traditions 140-142, a distinction must be made between 

169. LI: 56 
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the human individual of the Prophet kS and his spiritual reality, al-nur al- 
muhammadl. According to the teachings of the spiritual masters, this light 
is an isthmus ( barzakh ) between the Light of God and that of the creation; 
without this isthmus no link would be possible between them. Here lies 
the meaning of the celebrated prayer on the Prophet j&, by Ibn Mashlsh (d. 
625/1228) which does not mention the qualities embodied by the Mesenger 
of God but rather the essential aspects of the niir muhammadi. In the same 
manner, BusIrT 170 composed this verse on the function of the isthmus of 
the Prophet: If he were not, the world would have not been brought out of 
inexistence. 171 

Ibn Mashlsh 

0 my God, bless him from whom derive the secrets and from whom gush 
forth the lights, and in whom rise up the realities, and into whom descended 
the sciences of Adam, so that he hath made powerless all creatures, and so 
that understandings are diminished in his regard, and no one amongst us, 
neither predecessor nor successor, can grasp him. 

The gardens of the spiritual world {al-malakut) are adorned with the 
flower of his beauty, and the pools of the world of omnipotence ( al-jabarut ) 
overflow with the outpouring of his lights. 

There existeth nothing that is not linked to him, even as it was said: 
Were there no mediator ( wasita ), everything that dependeth on him would 
disappear!... 172 

Amir ‘Abd al-Qadir 

The Prophet is the “intermediary” ( wasl) ; indeed he makes the link with 
the multiplicity of things in order to bring them back to Unity. He is there¬ 
fore the link between the created and the Uncreated. [... ] 

The Prophet $5, is the isthmus of the isthmuses since he unites in him¬ 
self the reality of necessary being with that of possible being. The proper 
role of isthmus is indeed to mark a separation between two elements that do 
not differ in reality; without, however, being identical. 

(Mawaqif, no. 89) 

Shaykh ‘All Jum‘a 

The meaning of the phrase “if Muhammad were not, God would not have 
created the world” is not opposed at all to the foundations of the creed (usul 
al- ’aqlda) in Islam, or to the basis of the professing of Unity (tawhtd). On 
the contrary, this sentence confirms them if their meaning is truly under¬ 
stood. 

( Bayan , p. 148) 


170. See hadith 88. 

171. Burda, ch. 3. 

172. Translated by Titus Burckhardt, Islamic Quarterly , 1977, pp. 68-69. 
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Narrated Sa‘d ibn Hisham: “I asked ‘A’isha about the character of the 
Prophet jeS and she replied: ‘His character was the of Qur’an.”’ 

(Quoted by Ahmad ibn Hanbal. Authenticated hadith) 

Commentary 

The Arabic term khuluq , translated here as “character”, may be understood 
on several levels: in a first meaning, it can denote the characteristic traits 
of the personality; more profoundly it can denote the set of spiritual virtues 
manifested in a person; finally, it can denote the nature of a soul that preex¬ 
ists before his terrestrial life. It is precisely on this subject that the Qur’an 
addresses the Prophet j~F, in the following terms: And lo! thou art of a tre¬ 
mendous nature (khuluq 'agim). 113 

Ibn ‘Ajlba 

Know that the people who praise the Prophet are divided into two cat¬ 
egories: 

Those who praise his outward being (shakhsahu l-zdhir): they men¬ 
tion that which has been related regarding his beauty, his physical and 
moral perfections, and the miracles that he performed. These are the 
folk of the outward (ahl al-zahir). 

Those who praise his inner secret (sirrahu l-bdtin) and his original 
light. They mention his preexisting light and the tangible theophanies 
deriving from it. This is the case of the Pole Ibn MashTsh 174 and his 
like. This is also the case of the lordly gnostic (‘arif rabbdrii), who 
was gifted with a unique spirituality in his times... Muhyl al-DIn Ibn 
a!-‘ArabI. 

( Silsila , p. 41) 

Frithjof Schuon (‘Isa Nur al-Din) 

According to ‘A’ishah, the “favorite wife,” the soul of the Prophet $5 is 


173. LXVIII: 4 

174. ‘Abd al-Salam ibn MashTsh (d. 625/1228) lived all his life in Morocco. It is 
there that Abu al-Hasan al-Shadhill (d. 656/1258), founder of the tariqa shadhiliyya, 
met him after having searched for the spiritual Pole in the East. 
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similar to the Qur‘an; in order to understand this comparison, one has to 
know that this Book possesses, parallel to the literal wording and in an un¬ 
derlying fashion, a supraformal “magic,” namely a “soul” extending from 
the moral qualities to the spiritual mysteries; whence comes the sacramen¬ 
tal function of the Text—its mantra nature, if one will—a function indepen¬ 
dent of its form and contents. 

While this magic, for a person receptive to it, can be used as a way 
of approaching the Muhammadan Substance, there is nevertheless another 
way of this kind, more readily accessible because far less demanding, and 
this is the concrete example of holy men in Islamic countries; certainly 
not hagiography with its stereotyped moralism and its extravagances, but 
rather the living men who can communicate the perfume of the baraka 
muhammadiyyah of which they are the vehicles, witnesses, and proofs. For 
without the qualities of the Prophet, these men would not exist—neither in 
his time nor, with all the more reason, a millenium and a half later. [... ] 

In summary, and leaving aside all considerations of the mystical charac¬ 
ter of Muhammad, we can say with historical accuracy that the Prophet £$. 
was generous, patient, noble, and profoundly human in the best sense of the 
word. No doubt, there are those who will point out that this is all very well 
but hardly significant and the least that could be expected of the founder o f 
a religion. Our reply is that on the contrary, it is something immense if th, 
founder was able to inculcate these qualities into his disciples, both ne 
and distant, if he was able to make of his virtues the roots of a spiritual art 
social life and to confer upon them a vitality that would carry down through 
the centuries. Herein lies everything. 

(Face, pp. 176-177) 
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Narrated Ibn Mas'ud: “My Lord has taught me spiritual courtesy: He has 
perfected my spiritual comportment.” 

(Quoted by al-Suyufi. Authenticated hadlth) 

Commentary 

Numerous verses of the Qur’an testify to the spiritual refinement that God 
transmitted to His Messenger. These verses, which were amongst the first 
to be revealed, would often invite him to contemplation, prayer, and in¬ 
vocation. Thus, for example. Chapter al-Muzzammil addresses him in the 
following terms: 



And invoke the name of thy Lord and devote thyself with a complete 
devotion.' 15 

Ibn al-‘ArabI 

The first command that God gave to the Prophet j-3. was that of assembling 
(al-jam ') which corresponds to spiritual courtesy ( adab ). The term adab 
derives from the same root as ma’daba which denotes a gathering around 
a meal. In the same manner, the word adab denotes the assemblage of vir¬ 
tues. This is why when the Prophet £$, says: “God has taught me spiritual 
courtesy ...,” he means: “God has placed in me all the virtues.” In fact, 
he has said: “He perfected this spiritual refinement,” which means “He has 
made me a being assembling all human perfections.” 


( Fut ., II, p. 640) 


175. LXXVIII: 8. 
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Narrated Abu Hurayra: “I am the nearest of all the people to Jesus, the son 
of Mary, both in this world and in the Hereafter. The prophets are paternal 
brothers; their mothers are different, but their religion is one.” 

(Quoted by al-Bukhari. Authenticated hadtih) 

Commentary 

Just like other prophetic blessings, the nearness of the Prophet to Jesus 
can be received by certain saints through heritage. Surely, saints can receive 
a spiritual heritage drawing them to any prophet, but since the Messenger 
of God had a particular nearness to Jesus, it is normal that the inheritors of 
the last messenger may sometimes experience some of that nearness. This 
link is of course experienced within the inner dimension of Islam and does 
not imply any outward link with another established religion. 

Ibn al-‘Arabr 


I have experienced numerous spiritual encounters ( waqa’i *) with him (Je¬ 
sus] and it is beside him that I have returned to God. He prayed to God that 
I persist in religion in the here-below and the Hereafter, and he called me 
his beloved. He ordered me to practice detachment (zuhd) and purification 
(tctjrid). [... ] 

Jesus was my first spiritual master (shaykhuna l-awwat) next to whom 
I returned to God. He has an immense solicitude for me and he never ne¬ 
glects me for a moment. 

(Fut., n, p. 49, and III, p. 341) 
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Narrated ‘A’isha: “ . . . The Messenger of God said: ‘There is no one 
amongst you who is not accompanied by a devil.’ I asked him: ‘O Messen¬ 
ger of God, is this the case with you as well?’ He said: ‘Yes, but my Lord 
has aided me against him and he has been submitted.’” 176 

(Quoted by Muslim. Authenticated hadlth.) 

Commentary 

This hadlth represents a typical description of the Prophet: he is like all 
human beings—accompanied by a demon—and yet radically different: this 
demon is benign. There is in this type of paradox an important key for un¬ 
derstanding the earthly nature of the Prophet. On this subject, the following 
sentence of ‘All is often quoted: “Muhammad is a man ( bashar ) but not like 
other men: he is like a precious gem amongst stones (ka 7 yaqiit bayn al- 
hajar)." This amounts to saying that the inner reality of the Prophet $5, can¬ 
not be subject to sin; this is the traditional doctrine of 'isma (inerrancy). 

Frithjof Schuon (‘Isa Nur al-Din) 

Outwardly, the Prophet is Legislator, and he can easily be grasped as 
such; inwardly, in his Substance, he represents esoterism at every level, 
from whence comes a duality that is at the source of certain antinomies 
and which in the final analysis has given rise to the schism between Sun¬ 
nis and Shi‘ites. The Legislator points the way and sets the example on the 
formalistic plane of legality and morality, whereas the Muhammadan Sub¬ 
stance—the soul of the Prophet insofar as it is accessible in principle— 
is a concrete and quasi-sacramental presence that prefigures the state of 
Salvation or of Deliverance and that invites, not to legality or to the social 
virtues, but to self-transcendence and transformation, hence to extinction 
and to a second birth. 

{Face, p. 161) 


176. Or “he converted to Islam.” 
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Narrated Abu Hurayra: “I have been granted all-encompassing speech, and 
the entire earth has been rendered for me a mosque and a place of ritual 
purity.” 

(Quoted by Ahmad ibn Hanbal. Authenticated hadlth.) 

Commentary 

The expression jawami‘ al-kalim is often interpreted as denoting the capac¬ 
ity of the Prophet £5 to deliver a profound message in few words. But it also 
signifies that the Prophet % has received synthetically all knowledge that 
man can receive. This is what led Amir ‘Abd al-Qadir to say that “all the 
fountains of Wisdom” were given to the Prophet pj. He unified in himself 
all the spiritual types that should to be realized in his community. 

Amir ‘Abd al-Qadir 

The Prophet p£ has received the comprehensiveness of word and all the 
fountains of wisdom have been given to him. Everybody else knows only 
their own drinking place 177 ( mashrab ) and the walking path Qmdhhab) 
which has been reserved to them. 

(Mawaqif.\ no. 253) 


- f 

• Ojij* J,' cf 

Je> JT\ 

* 

Ss>-. dljj) 


177. 11:60. 
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Narrated Anas ibn Malik: “How I yeam to meet my brothers, who have 
believed in me without having seen me!” 

(Quoted by Ahmad ibn Hanbal. Validated hadlth) 


al-Munaw! 


[When the Prophet pronounced these words, the Companions] asked, 
“Are we not your brothers?” The Prophet & replied: “Rather you are my 
Companions! My brothers are those who have believed in me without hav¬ 
ing seen me.” In saying this, the Prophet p?, may have wished to pass his 
Companions from the “knowledge of certainty” (‘ihn al-yaqln) to the “eye 
of certainty” {'ayn al-yaqln)\ in reality, he sees his brothers and is already 
in their company. If you ask, “How should one understand the Prophet’s 
yearning to meet his brothers when they only exist in God’s knowledge 
and not in this world?,” our reply is the following: The knowledge of the 
prophets is drawn from the knowledge of God which is not dependent on 
temporal determinations (nisab zamaniyya). The same is therefore true for 
the knowledge of the prophets [received] during a theophany ( tajallf) or an 
unveiling ( kashj ). Since their nature is purity and the absence of any stain, 
creation is reflected in the mirror of their inner conscience. Creation ap¬ 
pears to them as endowed with a profound unity, and they are the polished 
mirror in which the spiritual realities ( haqa’iq ) and the different aspects 
of the subtle world ( daqa’iq) are reflected. But this only comes about at 
the station of unification (maqam al-jam‘) through the intervention of a 
theophany. This intervention might only last for an instant, after which the 
servant will be returned to his terrestrial condition, his perception assuming 
again the quality of separateness ( tafriqa ) and the sensory {hiss). The state 
of unveiling having passed, the one enjoying it may yeam to perceive again 
through unveiling... 

(Fayd al-Qadir, hadlth no. 9617) 
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Narrated ‘Abd al-Rahman ibn ‘Awf: “Verily, when you saw me enter the 
palm grove, 1 met the angel Gabriel, and he told me: ‘God—exalted be 
He—has said. He who calls for Peace on you, I call for Peace on him, and 
he who calls for Blessings on you, I call Blessings on him.’” 

(Quoted by Ahmad ibn Hanbal. Authenticated hadlth.) 

Commentary 

That which is commonly called the “Prayer on the Prophet” ( salah ‘ala al- 
nabi ) is in fact a call for blessings on him. God invites the believers to call 
for Peace and Blessings on the Prophet, specifying that this is what He and 
His angels do: 

ha w yif <> 

<^LXj i jZLj 4* * 

Lo! God and His angels shower blessings on the Prophet. O ye who be¬ 
lieve! Ask blessings on hint and salute hint with a worthy salutation. m 

This hadTth specifies that whoever practices the “prayer on the Prophet rJ” 
receives something from the Blessing it manifests. The mystics practice 
it daily and abundantly, seeking to strengthen their bond of love with the 
Prophet and approach God through His Blessing. The Shaykh al-‘AlawT 
explains, through the notion of theophany, the inner meaning of the “Prayer 
on the Prophet” in calling for Blessings (salah) and Peace (salani). 

Shaykhal-‘AlawI 

By salah the Sufis mean the manifestation of Divine Glory (al-tajalli 
al-ildhi) as when God poureth forth His Radiance upon one of His slaves, 
taking him unto Himself and bringing him into His presence... The salah 

178. XXXIII: 56. 
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coming from other than God is in fact a supplication ( du'a '). [ . . . ] The 
Prophet jg has said, “I have a time wherein only my Lord sufficeth to con¬ 
tain me.” These are moments wherein God grants him His saldh, that is. 
His theophany ... In the same way, it is through His salcih that God makes 
the saints escape from the prison of their ego to the contemplation of their 
Lord. Concerning this, God has said. He it is Who blesseth you, and His 
angels (bless you), that He may bring you forth from darkness unto light; 
and He is ever Merciful to the believers. 119 

As for salcim. Peace, when it is conferred by God on His slaves, it 
denoteth safety ( aman ) and stability ( thabdt ) beneath the Glory that hath 
come over them. One must therefore not ask God for His Glory alone, but 
for His Glory together with His Peace, nor must one mention the Peace 
first, for it refereth back unto the Glory, denoting stability and strength 
(tamakkun) beneath it. Now God may manifest His Glory unto some of His 
slaves and delay the vouchsafing of His Peace, so that the Glory shaketh 
them with all manner of agitation and turmoil, and causeth them to cry out, 
and divulge some teaching unto those who are not qualified to receive it. 
Thus are they wrongfully accused and unjustly condemned, all by reason of 
the descending of God’s glory upon them. Therefore if God wishes to pre¬ 
serve them and to preserve others through them, He immediately followeth 
up His Glory with His Peace, whereupon their agitation is stilled and the 
course of their lives is made straight, so that outwardly they are amongst 
creatures and inwardly with the Truth, integrating two opposite states and 
combining the wisdom of each. They are the heirs of the Prophets, and they 
refer unto this noble station as drunkenness and sobriety, or extinction and 
subsistence and the like. Thus, by drunkenness, they mean God’s mani¬ 
festing His Glory unto them, whereas sobriety is Peace after being utterly 
overwhelmed in the direct vision of their Lord. 

(Minah, pp. 20-21. Part. tr. A Sufi Saint of the Twentieth Century, pp. 
168-69.) 


179. XXXIII: 43. 
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Narrated Ibn Mas'ud: “No one calls peace upon me without God restoring 
my spirit so that I respond to him” 

(Quoted by al-Hakim. Authenticated hadlth) 

Commentary 

We know that the spirits of the prophets are alive, and that their acts of wor¬ 
ship do not end with their bodily death (cf. hadlth 173). Here the Prophet &£ 
emphasizes a particular aspect of the survival of his spirit: he responds to 
whomever invokes peace on him. One of the aspects of the relationship 
between the believer and the Prophet pS therefore is that it can be strength¬ 
ened through the salah and the salam. Also, a hadlth states that the nearest 
to the Prophet on the Day of Resurrection will be the one who has in¬ 
voked the salah and the salam on him the most. When experienced within 
the spiritual wayfaring ( suluk ) this nearness allows a veritable “assimilation 
of the Muhammadan substance.” 

Frithjof Schuon (‘Isa Nur al-DIn) 

The initiatory means of assimilating the Muhammadan Substance 180 is the 
recitation of the “Blessing on the Prophet” ( Salat ‘ala’n-Nabt) whose con¬ 
stituent terms indicate the different modes or qualities of this Substance; 
these terms are the following: ‘Abd, Rasul, Salah, and Salam’, “Servant,” 
“Messenger,” “Blessing,” and “Peace.” Now the disciple, “he who is poor 
before his Lord” ( al-faqlr ila Rabbihi), must realize the perfection of the 
‘Abd, following in the footsteps of the Prophet, by a thorough conscious¬ 
ness of the relation between contingent being and “Necessary Being” 
(Wujud wajlb or mutlaq) which is ipso facto “Lord” ( Rabb ); correlatively, 
the perfect and normative man is “messenger,” that is to say “transmitter” 
of the Divine Message, by his radiation, for a perfectly pure mirror nec¬ 
essarily reflects the light. This is expressed precisely by the terms Salat 
and Salam\ the latter being the purity of the mirror, and the former, the 
ray of light. Now purity is also a gift of God; it includes all the receptive, 


180. Barakatu Muhammad, the “spiritual aura”—beneficent and protective—of 
Muhammad. The terms NurJviuhammadt and Haqlqa Muhammadiyah refer, with 
different shades of meaning, to the Logos itself. (FS) 
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creature like a young woman or a young man. If this is not the case, the 
lover will not be overwhelmed by love. 

(Fu(., II, p. 325) 
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Narrated ‘Abdullah ibn ‘Abbas: (Once, a solar eclipse occurred during the 
lifetime of the Messenger of God j§i, and he offered the eclipse prayer.) 
His companions asked, ‘O Messenger of God! We saw you trying to take 
something while standing at your place and then we saw you retreating.’ 
The Prophet said, ‘I saw, or I was shown. Paradise and wanted to have a 
bunch of fruit from it. Had I taken it, you would have eaten from it as long 
as this world remains.’ 

(Quoted by al-Bukhari. Authenticated hadith) 

Commentary 

The Prophet jfj was indeed an isthmus ( barzakh ) between this world and the 
Hereafter; not only would the Revelation come to him and he would convey 
the Word of God to the people, but his contemplativeness also transmitted 
something from Paradise to the earthly abode. 

As in other hadith, this confidence of the Prophet & shows an aspect of 
his inner life and of the perceptions of the spiritual realities he had. These 
perceptions are a blessing that can also be received by a saint, albeit of a 
different nature from those of the Prophet. This difference is introduced in 
the following commentary. 

Ibn ‘Ata’ Allah 

[Abu al-‘Abbas al-MursI] has commented on the following saying of the 
Messenger of God jeJ: “I was shown Paradise and wanted to have a bunch 
of fruit from it. Had I taken it, you would have eaten from it as long as this 
world remains.” He has said: “The prophets behold the spiritual realities 
of things ( haqa’iq al-ashya ’) whereas the saints perceive their reflected 
image. This is why the Prophet & said, ‘I was shown Paradise’ and not it 
was as if I were shown Paradise.’ When the Messenger of God asked 
al-Haritha in what state he had woken up, the latter replied, ‘I woke up 
a true believer.’ The Prophet asked, ‘There is a certain reality behind 
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everything, so what is the reality behind your faith?’ al-Haritha said, ‘I 
woke up as if I could see the Throne of God; as if I could see the righteous 
enjoying Paradise and the wicked screaming in hellfire, so I rose above this 
worldly life; I stay up at night (praying) and I stay thirsty in the morning 
(fasting).’ The Messenger of God concluded thus, ‘From now on you know, 
O al-Haritha! Persevere in this path; here is a servant whose heart God has 
illuminated with the light of faith.’” 

Note that al-Haritha said, “as if I could see” and not “I see” because this 
is reserved for the prophets. 

(Lata’if, p. 113) 
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Narrated Abu Hurayra: “My eyes sleep but my heart is awake.” 

(Quoted by Ibn Khuzayma. Authenticated hadlth ) 

Commentary 

The degree of the contemplation by the Prophet pg, was such that he had 
suipassed the common opposition between the state of wakefulness and 
that of sleep; he was just as conscious in the former as he was in the latter. 
This is what the above tradition emphasizes, while confirming that during 
sleep he had nothing but veridical visions. 

al-Munaw! 

The Prophet jS said this because the perfect and sanctified souls do not lose 
their spiritual perception in sleep or the resting of the body. All the proph¬ 
ets possessed this state of spiritual wakefulness because their spirits were 
equally bonded with the Heavenly Host ( al-mala’ al-a'la).' 62 
(Fayd al-Qadtr, hadlth no. 3367) 


182. The expression al-mala’ al-a'la refers to the angels who are nearest to God 
(cf. XXXVII: 8 and XXXVIII: 69). 
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Narrated Anas ibn Malik: “The Prophet £■& led us in a prayer and then got 
up on the pulpit and said, ‘In your prayer and bowing, 1 certainly see you 
from my back as I see you [while facing you].’ 

(Quoted by al-Bukhari. Authenticated hadlth ) 

Commentary 

The spiritual vision of the Prophet derives from the sanctity of his body 
for “when the heart is wholesome, the entire body becomes wholesome,” as 
underlined in hadlth 36. According to the Sirah, the heart of the Prophet j§F, 
was purified by the angel who opened his breast, while he was still a child. 
But the sanctity of the body of the Prophet #5, follows also from the fact of 
the ascension {mi'raj) he experienced, which was like a brief anticipation of 
the Hour for him. During this ascension, the Prophet was literally “reab¬ 
sorbed, body into soul, soul into Spirit, and Spirit into Divine Presence.” 183 

‘Abd al-‘Aziz al-Dabbagh 

The spiritual vision (basira) marks the diffusion of understanding (fahtn) 
into all the parts of the body just as the senses such as sight, hearing, smell¬ 
ing, touching, and tasting diffuse therein ... 

If the spirit loves the body, and the veil amongst them is lifted, [the 
spirit] grants [the body] this spiritual vision. The body then becomes capa¬ 
ble of seeing, hearing, and smelling in front and behind, above and below, 
on the right and on the left, with all the elements constituting it. In sum, that 
which was the prerogative of the spirit is now granted to the body. In the 
case of the Prophet the veil between his pure body and his noble spirit 
was lifted from his infancy, on the day when the angel opened his noble 
breast. Ever since that moment, a symbiosis and harmony were produced 
between his spirit and his body, which was made to perceive all that his 
spirit perceived. This explains why the Prophet could see from behind 
as he could see from in front. 

(Ibrtz, I. PP- 154-55) 


183. What is Sufism ?, p. 35. 
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Narrated ‘Abd Allah ibn ‘Amr: “The Messenger of God p3, came to us 
while holding two books in his hands, and said: ‘Do you know what these 
two books are?’ We replied: ‘No, O Messenger of God, unless you inform 
us.’ Regarding the book he held in his right hand he said, ‘This is a book 
coming from the Lord of the worlds; it contains the names of the inhabit¬ 
ants of Paradise as well as those of their forefathers and their tribes. This 
book contains them all and no one shall be added or removed from this list.’ 
Then, concerning the book he held in his left hand he said, ‘This is a book 
from the Lord of the worlds; it contains the names of the inhabitants of Hell 
as well as those of their forefathers and their tribes. This book contains 
them all and no one shall be added or removed from this list... 

(Quoted by al-Tirmidhl. Authenticated hadith) 

Commentary 

Just as the previous one, this hadith testifies to a particular type of spiritual 
perception. This hadith has obviously intrigued the commentators a great 
deal, and it is once again the “infused science” of the ummi shaykh ‘Abd 
al-‘Aziz al-Dabbagh who sheds some lights on this puzzling saying. 
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*Abd al-*Aziz al-Dabbagh 

The writing present in these two books is one of visions (kitabcit nazar) and 
not of ink. In reality, when persons possessing spiritual vision ( bosTra )— 
first and foremost amongst them our master Muhammad—turn their atten¬ 
tion towards a thing, they pierce through the veils separating them from 
it. This is how they are able to perceive the light of that thing. When the 
spiritual vision is perfect, that which is perceived is communicated to the 
physical sight ( basar ). Then this sight perceives the object of the spiritual 
vision on the outside, in whatever he comes across: a wall, his own hand, a 
sheet of paper... And this is what is mentioned in the hadlth , “Paradise and 
Hell-fire were imaginalized to me in the breadth of this wall .., ” 184 


«» 


184. al-Bukhari, Adhan 91. 
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Narrated Abu Sa‘id al-Khudrl: “I have not been ordered to search the hearts 
of people nor to cut open their bellies.” 

(Quoted by al-Bukharl. Authenticated hadith.) 

Commentary 

Besides possessing a spiritual perception beyond the common, the Proph¬ 
et was called by his function and destiny to fully assume the human 
condition. This is why in matters pertaining to other people he was content 
with the words and the good will displayed by them, without seeking to 
scrutinize the profound motives of those who came to him. This is also the 
attitude of Khidr in the Qur’an; he accepted the company of Musa know¬ 
ing full well that the commitment of the latter to follow him, without in the 
meantime being shocked by his actions, could not last. 185 


185. See hadith 203 and 204. 
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Narrated Anas ibn Malik: “Three things of your world were made worthy 
of love to me: perfume, women, and the coolness of my eyes given to me 
in prayers.” 

(Quoted by al-Hakim. Validated hadlth) 

Commentary 

The things which this hadlth mentions as having been made worthy of love 
to the Prophet, can be considered a reminiscence of Paradise, and they en¬ 
able us to approach the nature of the spirituality of the Prophet. 

Ibn al-‘Arab! 


[The essence] of his wisdom is singularity because he was the most perfect 
individual of humankind. This is the reason why the creative command 
( al-amr) started with him and was completed with him; for, on the one hand 
he was a “prophet when Adam was between water and clay,” and on the 
other hand he was, in his terrestrial existence, the seal ( khdtim ) of all the 
prophets. The first singular number from which all the numbers are derived 
is the ternary. And yet, Muhammad was the first symbol of his Lord, for 
he had received the “universal” words which are the contents of the names 
that God taught to Adam; thus he had the triple nature of the symbol... It 
is due to the fact that the essential reality of the Prophet f3, includes primor¬ 
dial singularity—manifested in everything that is naturally triple—that he 
said concerning love, the source of existence; “Three things of your world, 
amongst all the things containing three, were made worthy of love to me,” 
namely women, perfumes and prayer, where he found “the coolness of his 
eyes.” 

Frithjof Schuon (‘Isa Nur al-Din) 

According to a hadlth as enigmatic as it is famous, “women, perfumes and 
prayer” were “made lovable” (hubbiba ilayya ) to the Prophet. Since that is 
so, we have to admit that these three loves, at first sight disparate, neces¬ 
sarily enter into the Muhammadan Substance and consequently into the 
spiritual ideal of the Sufis. Every religion necessarily integrates the femi¬ 
nine element—the “eternal feminine” (das Ewig Weibliche ) if one will— 
into its system, either directly or indirectly; Christianity in practice deifies 
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the Mother of Christ, despite exoteric reservations, namely the distinction 
between latria and hyperdulia. Islam for its part, and beginning with the 
Prophet, has consecrated femininity, on the basis of a metaphysics of dei- 
formity; the secrecy surrounding woman, symbolized in the veil, basically 
signifies an intention of consecration. In Muslim eyes, woman, beyond her 
purely biological and social role, incarnates two poles, unitive “extinction” 
and “generosity,” and these constitute from the spiritual point of view two 
means of overcoming the profane mentality, made as it is of outwardness, 
dispersion, egoism, hardness, and boredom. The nobleness of soul that is or 
can be gained by this interpretation or utilization of the feminine element, 
far from being an abstract ideal, is perfectly recognizable in representative 
Muslims, those still rooted in authentic Islam. 186 

As for the love of “perfumes” mentioned by the hadlth , it symbolizes 
the sense of the sacred and in a general way the sense for ambiences, ema¬ 
nations, and auras; consequently it has to do with the “discernment of spir¬ 
its,” not to mention the sense of beauty. According to Islam, “God loves 
beauty” and He hates uncleanness and noise, as is shown by the atmosphere 
of freshness, harmony, and equilibrium—in short of baraka —to be found 
in Muslim dwellings which have remained traditional, and above all in the 
mosques; an atmosphere which also is clearly a part of the Muhammadan 
Substance. 

The hadlth then mentions prayer, which is none other than “remem¬ 
brance of God,” and this constitutes the fundamental reason for all pos¬ 
sible love, since it is love of the source and of the archetypes; it coincides 
with the love of God, which is the very essence of the Prophetic nature. If 
prayer is mentioned in third place, it is by way of conclusion: in speaking of 
women, Muhammad is essentially speaking of his inward nature; in speak¬ 
ing of perfumes, he has in mind the world around us, the ambience; and ir 
speaking of prayer, he is giving expression to his love of God.” 

{Face. 178-179) 


186. It is always this we have in view, and not so-called “revivals” which monstrous¬ 
ly combine a Muslim formalism with modernist ideologies and tendencies. (FS) 
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Narrated Abu Dharr: I asked the Messenger of God «?„ “Did you see thy 
Lord?” He said: “[He is] Light; how could 1 see Him?” 

(Quoted by Muslim. Authenticated had!th) 

Amir ‘Abd al-Qadir 

The liadith relates that a Companion asked the Messenger of God M one 
day, “Did you see thy Lord?” He said: “[He is] Light; how could I see 
Him?” However, when asked the same question by another Companion, he 
replied: “Indeed, 1 have seen Him.” 

According to us, the reality is that he saw Him during the nocturnal 
ascension in a state of wakefulness and his eye turned not aside nor yet was 
overbold. 187 The answer of the Prophet ^5, to the first companion was doubt¬ 
less motivated by the fact that he knew that his interlocutor, unfamiliar with 
all the mysteries of the Theophany, envisaged nothing but the vision of 
only the Essence beyond all manifestation ... However, the Prophet pS. did 
not respond to this Companion, “I did not see Him” and, in any case, the 
latter did not know that God can only be seen with the sight of God and not 
with one’s own limited and conditioned sight; does not the hadith qudsi say 
concerning this that, “When I love him, I am the Sight wherewith he seeth 
and the Hearing wherewith he heareth ...” 

Never do the masters amongst the gnostics pretend to have seen God 
during their contemplation. Quite the contrary, they affirm to not having 
seen Him in any way. For they have effectively seen nothing but their own 
form, their own degree and their own predispositions within the Real, even 
though the contemplative does in reality contemplate but himself. 

(Mawaqif, no. 109) 


187. LIII: 17. 
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Narrated Ibn ‘Abbas: “I saw my Lord in the form of an adolescent youth 
with a thick head of hair.” 

(Quoted by al-Tabarant. Authenticated hadlth.) 

Commentary 

This hadlth is certainly enigmatic, all the more so if we approach it from the 
preceding hadlth which, in effect, affirms that God cannot be seen because 
He is pure light. Given this, how can one understand the vision of the Lord 
in a human appearance? 

First of all, it must be pointed out that Hadlth 160 is an answer to a 
question posed about the Ascension of the Prophet ( al-mi'raj ), as Amir 
‘Abd al-Qadir reminds us. As for Hadlth 161, the commentators empha¬ 
size that it refers to a vision in a dream. Now this type of vision comes 
about in the “imaginal world,” 188 which is a sort of isthmus, an “interworld” 
ibanakh). For spiritual people in Islam, this world is also designated by the 
expression 'dlam al-mithal m to insist on the symbolic dimension of what 
is perceived there. In the imaginal world, supraformal realities take on a 
formal appearance. It is thus that certain hadlth lead us to understand that 
milk seen in a dream symbolizes knowledge. We can understand from this 
that the imaginal world and authentic dreams can also be means of access 
to pure Knowledge, for he who possesses a “symbolist spirit” and is able to 
go beyond the veil of forms. 190 In particular, the imaginal world allows one 
to unite opposites, such as transcendence and immanence, supraformal and 
formal, etc. This is why Ibn ‘Arab! presents the imaginal faculty ( al-khayal ) 
as the only possibility of integral knowledge where opposites are unified. 

Ibn al-‘ArabI 


The visions of God’s friends often involve the “embodiment” ( tajassud) of 
angels or prophets or even God, though these objects of vision do not in fact 
possess bodies. In a similar way the cosmos itself consists of nonexistent 
meanings displayed or “embodied” in Manifest Being, so the cosmos as a 
whole is nothing but “imagination.” 


188. This term—as well as its Latin equivalent Mundus imaginalis —was proposed 
by Henry Corbin. It is now widely used. See L‘Imagination creatrice dans le sou~ 
fisme d'lbn *, Arab f, Paris, 1958. 

189. Lit.: the world of similtude. 

190. On this subject, see our chapter Interpretation of Dreams. 
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The Prophet said, “I saw my Lord in the form of a youth.” This is like 
the meanings that a sleeper sees in his dreams within sensory forms. The 
reason for this is that the reality of imagination is to embody that which is 
not properly a body (jasad); it does this because its presence ( hadra) gives 
this to it. 

None of the strata (tabaqat) of the cosmos makes known the situation 
as it really is except this imaginal presence, for it makes contraries come 
together, and within it the realities become manifest as they are in them¬ 
selves. The truth of affairs is that you should say concerning everything that 
you see or perceive, through whatever faculty perception takes place, ‘‘He/ 
not He.” just as God said, You did not throw when you threw . 191 

You do not doubt in the state of dreaming that the form you see is iden¬ 
tical with what it is said to be; and you do not doubt in the interpretation 
0 ta'blr ) when you wake up that it was not it. You will not doubt in sound 
rational consideration that the situation is “He/not He.” 

It was said to Abu Sa’Id al-Kharraz, 192 “Through what have you known 
God?” He replied, “Through the fact that He brings opposites together.” 

(Sufi Path of Knowledge, 116, 120, 396 n3) 




191. VIII: 17. 

192. A spiritual master of Baghdad; died in 277/899. 
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Narrated Mu‘adh ibn Jabal: “ . .. Shall I tell you what prevented me from 
joining you this morning? I got up and did my ablutions, and then I stood 
in prayer as long as I could. During prayer, I fell into a deep sleep wherein 
I found myself in front of my Lord—exalted be He—who appeared to me 
in the best form and asked me over what did the Heavenly Host ( al-mala’ 
al-'ala) vie. I said I did not know, so He put His hands between my shoul¬ 
ders, and I felt the coldness of His fingertips for a while in my heart, and 
knowledge of all things between the East and the West came to me. 

My Lord then asked again: ‘O Muhammad, do you know what the chiefs 
on high are disputing about? They are disputing about the things that expi¬ 
ate sins: staying in the mosque after prayers, walking on foot to religious 
assemblies and performing one’s ablutions at times when it is disagreeable. 
As for excellencies, they consist of feeding the hungry, spreading peace, and 
performing the tahajjud prayer at night when other folk are sleeping.’ 

‘0 Muhammad, state your request!’ 

Then I said: ‘O Lord, I ask Thee to enable me with the performance of good 
actions, the abandoning of evil actions, and the love of the poor. I ask Thee to for¬ 
give me and to have mercy on me; and if Thou seeketh to try Thy servants, make 
me die without being touched by sedition. Grant me to love Thee, to love those 
who love Thee, and to love the acts which draw me nigh unto Thy love.’ 

The Prophet ^% then said, ‘All of this is true! Learn it and reflect on its 
meaning!”’ 

(Quoted by al-Tirmidhl. Authenticated hadith ) 

Commentary 

Among the different insights offered by this hadith, one must point out the 
complete receptivity of the Prophet before his Lord: it is the recognition 
of his ignorance that permits him to receive the knowledge which is trans¬ 
mitted directly from God. He recognizes also that only God can possess 
veritable knowledge and that He alone can grant it. 

The knowledge which is directly received from God is called al-'ilm 
al-ladunni —the knowledge “coming from Me”—in reference to Khidr 
who is described in the Qur’an as one from amongst Our servants unto 
whom We had granted mercy from Us and had taught him knowledge from 
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Ourselves (min ladunna). m 

Amir ‘Abd al-Qadir 

The Most High has said: God knoweth. Ye know not. m This is quoted 
numerous times in the Qur’an. In saying this, God affirms His being the 
Only One to possess knowledge: and who can be more truthful than God 
in utterance? m 

There is therefore no Knower except Him. [... ] Let he who aspires to 
knowledge seek it through the means by which he can obtain it; only then 
will he seek to know what he thinks he knows; the person for whom the veil 
has been removed knows his soul, and he will understand this. As for him 
who stays veiled, he remains ignorant; his soul hides his ignorance from 
him, and his ignorance veils him from the ignorance he has about his soul! 

We are expressing ourselves in this manner in order to stay close to the 
current way of speaking, but in reality, just as this person is not knowing, he 
is no longer ignorant because knowledge and ignorance succeed each other 
continuously in the being who serves as a support for them. 

C Mawdqif no. 213, pp. Alb-11) 


193. XVIII: 65. 

194. 111:66. 

195. IV: 122. 
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Narrated ‘A’isha: “God Most High has not sent me to make things difficult 
and cause suffering but He has sent me to teach and render things easy.” 
(Quoted by Muslim. Authenticated hadith) 

Commentary 

The simplicity of the teachings of the Prophet jsS and his constant willing¬ 
ness to facilitate the religious life of his Companions must obviously not be 
interpreted as an invitation to half-heartedness or an acceptance of superfi¬ 
ciality. Quite the contrary, it means turning hearts towards God and insist¬ 
ing on the essential. On this matter, Abu al-Hasan al-Shadhili has said: 

JJii Alii dJLo^Ji 


Whoever directs you to performing acts of worship fatigues you, and 
whoever directs you to God has given you good advice. 

Abu al-Hasan al-Shadhili 

I asked my master 196 —may God be pleased with him—on the saying of 
the Prophet “Facilitate and do not make things difficult; encourage and 
do not make people run away.” He replied, “Direct people to God and do 
not direct them to aught else; Whoever directs you to performing acts of 
worship fatigues you, and whoever directs you to God has given you good 
advice.” 

(Quoted by Ibn ‘Ajlba, Silsila, pp. 11-12) 


196. Ibn Mashish. 
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Narrated Ibn Mas‘ud: “My life is a good thing for you because you are 
spoken to and novel legislation and guidance are conveyed to you, and my 
death shall be a good thing for you because your works will be shown to 
me; for the good that I shall see I shall praise God, and for the bad that I 
shall see I shall ask His pardon for you.” 

(Quoted by al-SuyGtl. Authenticated hadith) 

Commentary 

This hadith clearly states that the spirit of the Prophet pj continues to have .* 
spiritual role within his community. Having accomplished his mission as trans 
mitter of the Divine message and spiritual guide, he continues—after leaving 
this world—to be a source of mercy and forgiveness for believers. 

Shaykh ‘All Jum‘a 

The following verse, revealed by God to His Prophet pj in the chapter 
“The Women,” is a general verse (aya mutlaqa ): If, when they had wronged 
themselves, they had but come unto thee and asked forgiveness of God, and 
asked forgiveness of the Messenger, they would have found God Forgiving, 
Merciful . 197 The meaning of this verse can neither be reduced by other vers¬ 
es (muqayyid nassT) nor by a rational argument (tnuqayyid ‘ aqli ). Nothing 
therefore justifies limiting its meaning to the earthly life of the Prophet p5. 
Therefore, what this verse teaches remains valid until the Day of Resurrec¬ 
tion. Indeed one must grant a general meaning to the verses of the Qur’an 
in most cases. Following this, whoever wishes to reduce the meaning of the 
above-quoted verse to the earthly life of the Prophet pj must bring textual 
proof for it. Inversely, affirming the general meaning of a verse does not 
require a textual proof since this is the normal case; only the affirmation of 
the restricted meaning of a verse requires a proof. 

This is how the commentators of the Qur’an have assessed the mean- 


197. IV: 64. 
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ing of this verse, especially the majority of them who, like Ibn Kathlr, give 
great importance to the Hadith and the Tradition. The latter relates the fol¬ 
lowing incident regarding this verse: 

Numerous authors—like the Shaykh AbO al-Nasr al-Sabbagh in his al- 
Shdmil •—narrate from ‘Utbl the following famous incident: “I was sit¬ 
ting in the Rawdat al-Nabl 198 when a Bedouin arrived and said: ‘God’s 
peace be with you, O Messenger of God! 1 have heard the word of God 
saying, “If, when they had wronged themselves, they had but come 
unto thee and asked forgiveness of God, and asked forgiveness of the 
messenger, they would have found God Forgiving, Merciful.” Here I 
am therefore begging God’s forgiveness for my sins and asking your 
intercession with my Lord ... ’ 

“When the Bedouin left, I fell asleep and saw the Prophet & in my 
dream who told me: ‘O ‘UtbT, go find the Bedouin and tell him that God 
has granted him His forgiveness.’” 

(Bayan, pp. 153-54) 


198. The part of the Prophet’s mosque comprising the space between his tomb and 
his pulpit. 
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Narrated Abu Hurayra: “Lo! I was sent but as a mercy.” 

(Quoted by al-Hakim. Authenticated hadith.) 

Commentary 

‘Abd al-‘Az!z al-Dabbagh 

The measure of knowledge is contemplation and the former was given to 
the Prophet & when he was in the company of his Beloved without there 
being anybody else present. He is in reality the first created being and it 
was then that his spirit was drenched in the sacred Divine lights and lordly 
knowledge. He thus became a source for whomever wanted to drench them¬ 
selves in them. When his noble spirit entered his pure body, the spirit was 
fixed therein with satisfaction and love, and started transmitting its secrets 
to the body slowly and gently, from his infancy to the age of forty, when 
the veil between the body and the spirit disappeared completely for him. 
He was then granted a state of contemplation no one else could withstand 
He could then contemplate firsthand that the Real—exalted be He—is th 
Mover of all creatures ... and they have no power to harm or benefit any 
one by themselves. After this contemplation, the Exalted sent him to crea¬ 
tures so that he could be a mercy unto them; by not giving them any power, 
he could not bear a grudge on them [if they wanted to harm him], and pray 
to God against them ... 

This is how the words of the Most High, We sent thee not save as a 
mercy to the worlds ' 99 as well as his own words, “Lo! I was sent but as a 
mercy” were verified. 

( Ibrlz , I, pp. 202-203) 


199. XXI: 107. 
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Narrated Abu Hurayra: “Love the Arabs for three reasons: Because I am 
an Arab; because the Qur’an is in Arabic, and because the language of the 
inhabitants of Paradise is Arabic.” 

(Quoted by al-Hakim. Authenticated hadlth ) 

Commentary 

This hadlth invites us to take into account the importance of the “form” 
in which the Divine message was revealed as well as its providential 
“receptacle.” 200 One can refer to hadlth 10 in this regard, wherein the 
Prophet j-5 summons us to wholehearted love for the Arabs. 


200. If the Prophet & sometimes emphasized his spiritual nature, he nonetheless 
recognized his anchorage in human kind: his race, his language, and his culture 
were providential for him. 
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Narrated ‘A’isha: “The Messenger of God j§5, never hit anyone with his 
hand, neither a woman nor a servant; in the case when he was fighting in the 
cause of God, he never took revenge for anything unless the things made 
inviolable by God were made violable; he then took revenge for God, the 
Exalted and Glorious.” 

(Quoted by Muslim. Authenticated hadith) 

Commentary 

A superficial and purely circumstantial reading of the traditional biogra¬ 
phies of the Prophet ( sirah ) can be misleading and can give a distorted 
image of his fundamental character. In fact, the literary genre which took 
the name of sirah was closely related to the account of the [military] expe¬ 
ditions (kutub al-maghazi). 

The implacable attitude that the Prophet £5, had to demonstrate some 
times was dictated by the situation, but it did not belong to his profound 
nature, as emphasized by this hadith. 

Frithjof Schuon (‘Isa Nur al-DIn) 

Another reproach often leveled at him is that of cruelty; but it is rather im¬ 
placability that should be spoken of, and it was directed, not at enemies as 
such, but only at traitors, whatever their origin; if there was hardness here, 
it was that of God Himself through participation in the Divine Justice which 
rejects and consumes. To accuse Muhammad of having a vindictive nature 
would involve not only a serious misjudgement of his spiritual state and a 
distortion of the facts, but also by the same token a condemnation of most 
of the Jewish Prophets and of the Bible itself. In the decisive phase of his 
earthly mission, at the time of the taking of Mecca, the Messenger of Allah 
even showed a superhuman forbearance in the face of a unanimous feeling 
to the contrary in his victorious army. 

(Understanding Islam, p. 105) 
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Narrated Anas ibn Malik: “The hand of the Messenger of God 25 was softer 
than satin or silk and his smell was more agreeable than perfumes. I served 
the Messenger of God for ten years, during which he never reprimanded 
me, and he never asked me, ‘Why did you do such and such and why did 
you not do such and such?’” 

(Quoted by al-Bukharf. Authenticated hadlth) 

Commentary 

For those who knew the Prophet 25 directly, he was the embodiment of the 
perfect model and the personification of virtues. In order to share what it 
must have been like to experience the Prophet, Anas quotes both his physi¬ 
cal and moral mildness and the immense goodness that emanated from him. 
Behind the “anecdotal manner” of evoking his personality by isolating and 
accentuating a trait, there lies a very profound description of the spiritual¬ 
ity of the Prophet. Thus the softness of his hand and the perfume which he 
exuded bore witness to the sanctification of the Prophet js£ by the Spirit 
and the Revelation which penetrated not only his soul, but also the smallest 
particle of his body. As regards the immense goodness mentioned by Anas, 
this marks the realization of the Divine attributes of mercy and forgiveness, 
and obviously the total extinction of the ego and its tendencies for dominat¬ 
ing others. As P. Nwiya has remarked, the Prophet & is “the unsurpassable 
model of all sanctity” 201 in Islam. 

Frithjof Schuon (‘Isa Nur al-DTn) 

“Ye have in the Messenger of God a beautiful example,” the Qur’an says, 
and not for nothing. The virtue one can observe amongst pious Muslims 


201 Exdgtse coranique et langage mystique, Beirut, 1970, p. 13. 
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including the heroic modalities that these give rise to amongst the Sufis, 
are attributed by the Simna to the Prophet; now it is inconceivable that 
these virtues could have been practiced throughout the centuries all the 
way to our day without the founder of Islam having personified them in 
the highest degree; likewise it is inconceivable that the virtues would have 
been borrowed from elsewhere—one would have wondered from where— 
since their conditioning and style are specifically Islamic. For Muslims, 
the moral and spiritual worth of the Prophet f5. is not an abstraction or a 
conjectural matter; it is a living reality, and this is precisely what proves, 
retrospectively, its authenticity; to deny this amounts to claiming that there 
can be effects without a cause. 

The Muhammadan character of the virtues explains, moreover, the more 
or less impersonal bearing of saints: there are no other virtues than those of 
Muhammad; thus they can only be repeated by those who imitate his ex¬ 
ample; it is through them that the Prophet jlS lives on in his community. 

{Form, pp. 91-2) 
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Narrated Ibn Mas'ud: “I can still see the Messenger of God j3, acting like 
another Prophet who had been beaten by his people and had bled. The 
Messenger of God wiped the blood from his face and said: ‘My Lord, 
forgive my people, for they do not know.’” 

(Quoted by Muslim. Authenticated hadlth) 

Commentary 

If the Prophet $£ could react like Jesus in certain situations—which is what 
Ibn Mas‘ud is stressing in this hadlth —it is nonetheless true that he led a 
life radically different from that of Jesus, and that on numerous occasions 
he showed “another path” to be followed. In fact, his sanctity and his spiri¬ 
tuality were, as it were, concealed by his human simplicity; his grandeur 
remained completely on the inside for, in the message of Islam, God alone 
should appear with all His grandeur. 

Frithjof Schuon (‘Isa NQr al-Din) 

This simplicity, or this voluntary smallness of the Prophet, is in fact an 
unmistakable proof of his sincerity; an impostor coming after Christ would 
not have failed in declaring himself “Son of God” in his turn; The sincer¬ 
ity is here all the more striking since the Prophet j§S admitted the virginal 
birth of Christ, which was hardly in his interest to do, either humanly or 
logically; at no time did the Prophet j8j endeavor to appear as a superman. 
Be that as it may, Muhammad was unquestionably an ascetic; it is well 
known that he had several wives, though incomparably fewer than David 
and Solomon who possessed hundreds; but, apart from that situation, which 
was sacramental from his point of view, he never ate to satiety, spent his 
nights in prayer, and gave away as alms all that he did not strictly need. As 
for his political comportment, it is worth recalling that the outward moral¬ 
ity of Islam is identical to that of the Old Testament; it is a priori practical 
and not ascetical or mystical; thus it is first of all social. Intrinsic morality. 
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that of the virtues, takes precedence over social morality while belonging 
to another sector which, though being no doubt parallel, is nonetheless in¬ 
dependent ... 

(Form, p. 90) 
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Narrated Anas ibn Malik: “None of you will have faith until he loves me 
more than his parents, his children and all humankind.” 

(Quoted by al-Bukhari. Authenticated hadith.) 


Hadith 171 
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Narrated ‘Abdullah ibn Hisham: ‘“How is your love for me today, O 
‘Umar?’ ‘Umar replied: ‘O Messenger of God! You are dearer to me than 
everything except my own self.’ The Prophet j~& said, ‘Nay, by Him in 
whose hand my soul is, [you will not have complete faith] till I am dearer 
to you than your own self.’ Then ‘Umar said to him, ‘However, now, by 
God, you are dearer to me than my own self.’ The Prophet j~£ said, ‘Now, 
0 ‘Umar, [you are a believer].”’ 

(Quoted by al-Bukhari. Authenticated hadith) 
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Commenlary 

The Prophet j&, was more demanding of ‘Umar than he was of the common 
believers since he added another condition to the love that every believer 
must have for him; the love of the Prophet must lead ‘Umar to lose the 
attachment to his individual existence and therefore to the extinction of his 
ego. This principle of spiritual life, despite not being a norm imposed on 
us, is fully affirmed in the following verse: The Prophet jsJ has a greater 
claim on the faithful than they have on themselves, and his spouses are their 
mothers. 201 


202. XXXIII: 6. 
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Narrated ‘Ammar ibn Yasir: “0 God, through Thy knowledge of the Un¬ 
known and Thy power over creation, give me a life as long as Thou know- 
est it to be good for me, and make me die if Thou knowest that death is 
better for me. I ask Thee to grant me fear of Thee in secret and in public 
alike; I ask Thee the veracious word (kalimat al-ikhlas ) in satisfaction and 
in wrath; 1 ask Thee to grant me restraint in richness as well as poverty; I 
ask Thee a blessing which is not exhausted, a coolness of the eyes which 
does not lessen; I ask Thee to make me satisfied with destiny; I ask Thee to 
grant me a peaceful life after death; I ask from Thee the joy of seeing Thy 
face and the aspiration ( shawq) of meeting Thee; protect me from every 
harm and all distraction. O God, adorn us with the embellishment of faith 
and make us inspired guides!” 

(Quoted by al-Hakim. Authenticated hadlth) 

Commentary 

All the petitions formulated in this hadlth indicate the Prophet’s strong as¬ 
piration towards God (shawq ila Llah), which culminates in his desire to 
behold the Divine Face. 
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al-Sarraj 

The following has been related from the Prophet pS.: “I ask Thee to grant 
me the joy of seeing Thy face and the aspiration of meeting Thee.” The 
aspiration ( shawq ) consists in a servant’s not bearing to live away from his 
Beloved. A spiritual master was asked about aspiration. He said: “It is the 
force of love taking hold of the heart when the Beloved is mentioned.” An¬ 
other master has said: “It is a fire that God kindles in the heart of saints in 
order to burn away the self-propagating thoughts ( khawatir ), all individual 
will, all inner obstacles, and all needs.” 

(Luma', p. 94) 
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Hadlth 173 
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Narrated Anas ibn Malik: “The Prophets are alive: they pray in their 
graves.” 

(Quoted by Abu Ya'la. Validated hadlth) 

Commentary 

Jalal al-DIn al-Suyut! devoted an entire chapter to the question of whether 
the Prophets continue to live after having left our world: Anba’ al-adhkiya’ 
bi-hayat al-anbiya’. 203 In this chapter, he affirms that this question suf¬ 
fers no ambiguity and that the continued life of the Prophets is something 
well-known and definitely established. However, literalism is not so easy 
to avoid, and the veneration of the Prophets’ tombs always risks being in¬ 
terpreted as a pagan cult by those who prefer to see nothing but this. This 
is why al-Suyuti brings together textual proofs in this chapter in order to 
convince those who reject the continued life of the Prophets. 

al-Suyuti 

The continued life of the Prophet $£ in the grave, as well as that of the other 
Prophets, is a thing well known and definitely established with regards to 
textual proofs and facts. Among these proofs, Muslim quotes a hadlth nar¬ 
rated by Anas according to which the Prophet js, during the night of his 
nocturnal ascension, passed by the tomb of Moses and found him praying 
there. [... ] 

Abu Mansur ibn Tahir al-Baghdadl, the jurist and specialist in the prin¬ 
ciples of jurisprudence (usul), has said: The competent scholars amongst 
my brothers state that our Prophet is alive and that he rejoices in the obe¬ 
dience of the pious believers of the community and is saddened by their sin, 
and he also receives the prayer of those who send their prayers to him.” 
(al-Hawl, II, p. 149) 


'r+jJ J k-f : dJJl* ji jj-jf 


203. Al-Hawl lil-fatawl (Beirut 


. Daral-kutub al-'ilmiyya, 1988), II, pp j 4? 


-155. 
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Narrated Abu al-Darda’: “The scholars are the heirs of the Prophets ...” 

(Quoted by al-Tirmidhl. Authenticated hadlth.) 

Commentary 

The inheritance mentioned by this hadlth can come from any Prophet. Thus, 
a true scholar can possess a more or less significant spiritual heritage, of 
Mosaic ( musdwl ), or Christie ( 'IsawJ) nature ... However, it is commonly 
accepted amongst the masters of the Path that the highest degrees of spiri¬ 
tuality are possessed by the sages of the Muhammadan heritage. 

Ibn al-‘ArabI 

When Moses returned from his Lord, God covered his face with light so 
that the truthfulness of his word could be recognized through this sign; 
and nobody could look at him without being blinded by the intensity of 
this light, so much so that his face had to be covered by a veil in order 
for those who beheld it not to be harmed. Our master Abu Ya‘za from the 
Maghreb was a saint of Mosaic heritage (musdwl al-wirth ) and God had 
granted him the same miraculous sign. No one could look at his face with¬ 
out losing their sight. Thereupon he would rub one of his garments agains' 
that person’s face, thus returning his sight. Among those who saw him ai 
were blinded in this way was our Shaykh Abu Madyan, during one of I 
visits to him. Abu Madyan rubbed his eyes with the garment worn by Ai 
Ya‘za and gained his sight back. The miracles of Abu Ya‘za are famous ii 
the Maghrib. He lived during the time when I was there myself but, preoc¬ 
cupied with other things, I could never meet him. Then there were others— 
amongst those belonging to the Muhammadan heritage—who were supe¬ 
rior to him in knowledge, in spiritual states and in nearness to God, and 
whom neither Abu Ya'za nor anyone else knew. 

( Fut ., IV, pp. 50-51) 
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Narrated Abu Hurayra: “Satan touches every son of Adam on the day when 
his mother gives birth to him with the exception of Mary and her son.” 

(Quoted by Muslim. Authenticated haclith.) 

Commentary 

Just as the text of this hadlth, the Qur’an associates Mary with her son in or¬ 
der to evoke the blessings they have in common. Thus it declares, And We 
made the son of Mary and his mother a Sign, and We gave them refuge on 
a height, a place of flocks and watersprings. 20A Another verse specifies the 
universality of this Sign, and speaking about Jesus, the angel of Annuncia- 
ion declares to Mary: And (it will be) that We may make of him a revelation 
or mankind and a mercy from Us, and it is a thing ordained. 105 

As for the Prophet, like every human being, he too was touched by 
Satan at birth but was purified when he was still a child. This purification 
took place when the angel opened his chest to remove “a black clot” when 
he was still a child. This event is referred to in Chapter XCIV ( al-Inshirah ) 
which starts with the following verse: Have We not caused thy bosom to 
expand? 

We have explained how a Muslim spiritual person can inherit from any 
prophet, and this is true of Mary, as is shown by the case of Shaykh ‘Abd 
Allah al-Yuninl (d. 617/1220), who was called the “Lion of Syria” for the 
exceptional courage he showed during the crusades: 


One day he was sitting in his zawiya when a woman introduced herself, 
riding a mount loaded with copperware and fabric. She thethered it’ 
came to him and greeted him. He asked her: 


yourself to the service or on* 

death.” 



oi o»aykh Abd Allah al-YuninT until your 




The Prophets 


• I told her, “Our Lady, he is a Muslim.” 

• So what? Indeed, he is a Muslim but his heart is [similar to that of a] 
Christian.’ 

The shaykh told her, “Mary is the only one who knows me.” 

The shaykh gave her a lodge in the zawiya and she stayed in his service for 
eight months, and then she fell ill. The shaykh asked her: 

• What do you want? 

• I want to die in the religion of Mary. 

The shaykh ordered for a priest to be called . . . and she died in his 
presence.” 

(Abu Shama, Tarajim, year 617 H. Fr. tr. Claude Addas, I bn Arabt 
et le voyage sans retour , Seuil: 1996, p. 121) 
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Narrated Ibn Mas‘ud: “When the steed of one of you collapses in a deserted 
place, he should call out: ‘O servants of God come to my aid! O servants 
of God come to my aid!’ For assuredly, God possesses [in every place] a 
servant He can grant to you.” 

(Quoted by al-Tabarant Validated hadlth) 

Yusuf Khattar 

Upon quoting this hadlth. Imam al-Tabaranl as well as Imam al-Nawawi add 
that they have put this supplication into practice and used it. The meaning of 
this hadlth is clear and needs no interpretation. In a situation like the one de¬ 
scribed in this hadlth, it would be natural and spontaneous to supplicate God, 
as there is no one around. Nevertheless, the Prophet jS taught us to supplicate 
with the following words: Yd ‘ibad Allah, ihbisu ‘alayya (O servants of God, 
come to my aid), in order to encourage people to use the means that God has 
put at our disposal in creation (al-akhdh bi-l-asbdb). 

( Mawsu'a , p. 97) 
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Narrated ‘Ubada ibn al-Samit: “The abdal 206 of my community are thirty: it 
is through them that the earth is maintained, the rain comes to you, and you 
receive God’s assistance.” 

(Quoted by al-Tabaranl. Authenticated hadlth ) 

Commentary 

That God’s action takes a certain creature as support does not influence the 
fact that He is the Unique Agent. However, this “necessitates” taking into 
account those who are the direct supports of God’s action as well as their 
function. 


al-Junayd 

God—glorified be He—does not leave the earth deprived of proofs who 
are His saints, nor devoid of those He loves, for it is through them that H< 
protects those He keeps in life, and it is through them that He protects thos< 
whom He has given existence. And I ask Him who is the Ever-benevolent 
(< al-Manndn ), by His favor and His magnanimity, to grant us, you and me, 
to be amongst the depositaries of His mystery, the guardians upon whom 
He has conferred His sublime commandments, and to bestow upon us the 
grace of the most magnificent spiritual degrees, and to let us observe all that 
is apparent and all that is hidden. 

You were able to admire how God—exalted be He and sanctified are 
His names—through the adornment of His saints and those who possess 
knowledge of Him, has embellished the expanse of the earth He spread and 
the vast space of His kingdom ( al-mulk: the sensible world). He has made 
of them the brightest splendor, whose light spreads and whose apparition is 
manifested in the hearts of the sages. Their embellishment is more beautiful 
than that of the sky, which glows from the brightness of the stars and the 
light of the sun and of the moon. 

They are like signposts on the road on which God leads men, and on the 
paths of those who seek to obey Him. They are like beacons illuminating the 
ways followed by those who exert themselves to conform to Him; [they are] 
even brighter than the stars which people guide themselves by in the dark, 
on land and over the sea, and whose trace they follow to find the way to the 

206. For the definition of this, see the commentaiy of hadlth 179. 
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inextricable paths. The example of the saints is a manifest source of blessing 
for creatures, and their beneficial influence in protecting men against evil is 
evident. The guidance offered by the stars ensures the protection of people’s 
goods and their bodies, whereas the guidance offered by those possessing 
Divine knowledge ensures the safeguarding of spiritual life, and there is no 
common measure between succeeding in safeguarding religion and succeed¬ 
ing in safeguarding people’s material goods and bodies. 

( Enseignement , “Lettre a un de ses freres spirituels”, pp. 43-44) 




I 
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Narrated ‘Ubada ibn al-Samit: ‘The abdal in this community are thirty: 
their hearts are in affinity with that of Abraham, the intimate Friend of the 
All-Merciful. Each time one of them dies, God replaces him by another.” 
(Quoted by Ahmad ibn Hanbal. Authenticated hadith) 

Shaykh al-‘Alawi 

For every prophet there exists a category of people of Muhammad’s ^5 
community whose hearts are in affinity with him. These people who exist 
in every age are essentially the interlocutors of this Divine representative. 
In fact, they are the most qualified to accomplish this mission of enjoining 
good and forbidding evil. Molded for this mission since eternity, they are 
naturally endowed with the qualities demanded by this function ... In my 
opinion, the category of people referred to in the verse are, in most case.' 
not to be found except amongst the people of the invocation ( dhakirun ). 
(Qawl, p. 13) 
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Narrated Abu Hurayra: “One day I entered upon the Prophet. He told me, 
‘In a few moments, a man is going to come to me through that door, who is 
one of the seven through whom God protects the inhabitants of the earth. 
An Ethiopian {habashi) then entered the door. He was bald and his nog 
was short He carried a jar of water on his head The Messenger of God & 
25*0 Abu Hurayra! It is him.’ Then he told him three times: Welcome 
Yasar!’This man used to sprinkle the mosque and sweep it: he was the 

young servant of Mughlra ibn Shu ba. 

(Quoted by al-Suyuti. Validated hadiih.) 

Commentary . ted by the Arabic term badal (pi. abdal) 

The category of spiritual m wing hier archical succession: the Pole of 
is traditionally inserted in me Assistants (, al-imaman)-, the four Pillars 

the time (,qutb ******^ ca n be translated literally as “substitutes" 
(nl-awtad)\ the abdal .Thisje ^ sources, and Ibn al- ArabI has opted 

Their number varies each badal to one of the seven do mains 

for the number seven, thus 

(aqdlim)- 201 

m al-'Arabt ^ hiera mhy, am seven abdal ^ ^ 

Amongst Ute f»'k ° f of , b e hno»n and populated ten*,^ ^ 

seven regions-260 
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never more than seven or less than seven. Through them, God preserves 
each of the seven domains. The first of them is “on the footsteps” of the 
Intimate friend of God ( Khalil Allali), m and he is in charge of the first do¬ 
main. It is so for each of the seven abdal and the seven domains. The second 
badal is “on the footsteps” of the Mouthpiece of God (Kalhn Allah)' 209 the 
third is “on the footsteps” of Harun; the fourth “on the footsteps” of Idris; 
the fifth “on the footsteps” of Yusuf; the sixth “on the footsteps” of ‘Isa; 
and the seventh “on the footsteps” of Adam. These people have knowledge 
of the secrets that God has placed in the planets, secrets related to their 
movements and to the different locations they can occupy. Their names de¬ 
rive from Divine attributes: ‘Abd al-Hayy, 'Abd al-'Alim, ‘Abd al-Wadud, 
‘Abd al-Qadir. These first four names are those of the Pillars (awtdd). They 
are followed by ‘Abd al-Shakur, ‘Abd al-SamV and ‘Abd al-BasTr. Each of 
the seven Divine attributes dominates a badal, and it is through the attribute 
proper to each of them that the Real contemplates them. These men receive 
the name of Subsitutes ( abdal) because when one of them quits a place 
and wishes to leave a substitute because of a blessing for him or others, he 
leaves a person ( shakhs ) possessing the form of the abdal so that whoever 
sees the latter cannot doubt that he saw the man himself. In reality, it is not 
him but a spiritual form ( shakhs ruhant) which he has left in his place for a 
reason related to the knowledge he possesses. 

(Fut., II, p. 7) 


^8. I.e., Abraham. 
2 o 9 . I.e.. Moses. 
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Hadlth 180 
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Narrated Abu Sa‘Id al-Khudrl: “Be wary of the perspicacity of the man of 
faith for he sees with the light of God.” 

(Quoted by al-Tirmidhl. Validated hadlth.) 

Commentary 

The spiritual masters define perspicacity (firasa ) as a synonym of the phys¬ 
iognomy mentioned in Hadlth 193. 

Another hadlth specifies that this perspicacity is the privilege of the 
spiritual elite of every religion. 


* > 
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Narrated ‘Urwa ibn Zubayr: “Verily, perspicacity is present amongst all 
peoples. Yet, only the noblest in their midst possess it.” 

(Quoted by al-Hakim. Authenticated hadlth) 

al-Munawt 

“ ... Only the noblest amongst them possess it.” That is, those who occupy 

the highest degrees of knowledge of the Path to the Hereafter. We have 

already seen that perspicacity is a gift that God bestows upon the heart of 

His friends (, awliya ’). This is how they know the states of other persons... 

Just as there is an eye for the vision of external things, there exists an eye 

in the heart [for spiritual vision]. He whose eye of the heart is open and il- 

!',„h hv the light of God will perceive the realities of things {haqa'ia 
luminaled bythe lignto ^ -rejd in thi ' s 

*£no eye has seen, and he hears whar no ear has heard, „ d 
he then sees wuai j ab j e t0 conceive. 

he knows what no he ^ 0 f tr ue perspicacity are those enumerated 

The conditions ^ prophetic Sunna in all his conduct realb d 

by Kiimanr: “ H ^° nesso f rhe Nearness of God (dawtm nf-mnra,^ 

the continuous awo* j , 
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deprives his soul of its tendencies, turns away his look from what is forbid¬ 
den, and nourishes himself only with lawful food will be granted an infal¬ 
lible discernment.” 

(Fayd al-Qadlr, hadlth no. 2429) 

al-Ansarl 

God—exalted be He—has said: Lo! therein verily are signs for those who 
read the physiognomy (mutawwasimtn). 2 ' 0 Physiognomy is precisely the 
spiritual perspicacity which consists in perceiving that which is invisible in 
something, without a reasoning based on known elements or empirical re¬ 
search of any kind. 

Perspicacity consists of three degrees: 

• The first is an unexpected and exceptional insight. It is the case of 
persons who do not really possess it. 

• The second degree is an insight coming from the tree of faith; it 
sprouts from the authenticity of the spiritual state (/id/) and it scintil¬ 
lates from the light of unveiling (kashf). 

• The third degree is sublime insight. It is not the fruit of individual 
understanding, rather it is given but to those elect who are anchored in 
initiatic knowledge, which is expressed explicitly or implicitly. 

( Manazil , no. 55, p. 64 of the Arabic text). 


210. XV: 75. 
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Hadlth 181 
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Narrated Ibn Mas‘ud: “The prophets like to dress in wool.” 

(Quoted by al-Hakim. Authenticated hadltli) 

Hadlth 182 
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Narrated Abu Umama: “Dress in woolen clothes, and you shall taste the 
sweetness of faith in your hearts.” 

(Quoted by al-Hakim. Authenticated hadlth ) 

Commentary 

The Arabic term sufi is generally considered to derive from the word suf 
meaning wool. In showing the relation between the sweetness of faith and 
the wearing of wool, the second hadlth can be considered a support for this 
etymology. 
al-Junayd 

Tasawwuf is based on eight virtues characterizing eight prophets: generos- 
it v (sakha’) contentment (rida), patience (sabr), indirect speech (ishara), 
exile (fthurba), wearing of wool (tubs al-suf), journeying (siySha), and spir- 
n 7. vertv (faar). Generosity is represented by Abraham, contentment 
itual poverty '<jq) ^ indirect speech by Zachanah, exile by John, 

weS otwool by Moses, journeying by Jesus, and spiritual poverty by 
Muhammad. Pt tt • Enseignement, pp. 188-189) 

(Taj, p-1 48 - u " 
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Hadith 183 
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Narrated Fadala ibn ‘Ubayd: ‘The true fighter is he who combats his soul 
for God.” 

(Quoted by Ibn Hibban. Authenticated hadith ) 

Commentary 

The Arabic term nafs which we have translated here as “soul” can denote, 
depending on the context, both the empirical ego—the psychic tendencies 
appearing through character traits and behaviour—and the immortal soul 
which is not separated from the spirit (ruh). This is why the Qur’an distin¬ 
guishes three degrees in the soul forming a hierarchy in the spiritual evolu¬ 
tion of an individual. The passing from one degree to the other is contingent 
upon the sincerity in the mujdhadat al-nafs , the combat against the soul. 

al-Ghazzal! 

The term nafs is also susceptible to several meanings, two of which are 
related to our subject. The first denotes the power of wrath ( ghadab ) and of 
the appetite ( shahwa ) in man, and it constitutes the most frequent use of the 
term amongst the mystics, who by “soul” denote the blameworthy tenden¬ 
cies in man. They affirm that one has to combat the soul and “shatter” it: 
this is what the following hadith of the Prophet pj alludes to, “Your worst 
enemy is your soul, which is between your shoulders.” The second meaning 
denotes the subtle element ( latlfa ) constituting the reality ( haqlqa) of man 
and his essence ( dhat ). However, this subtle reality is described differently 
depending on the inner states that may affect it. If it remains under the 
influence of God and has become exempt from confusion, following the re¬ 
jection of appetites, it is called “the soul at peace” ( al-nafs al-mutma ‘inna). 
Regarding this, God the Most High has said: O thou soul which are at 
peace, return unto thy Lord, with gladness that is thine in Him and His in 
thee. 1 " The soul in the first meaning above cannot return to God because its 
tendency is to distance itself from God, and it is an ally of Satan. If the soul 
does not obtain a total response and it still has to fight against concupis¬ 
cence, it is called the soul which reproaches” itself ( al-nafs al-lawwdma) 
because it blames itself for its shortcomings in worshipping God. Regard¬ 
ing this, God the Exalted has said, / swear by the self-reproaching soul 1 ' 2 
If the soul ceases to oppose the appetites and it gives in to the inciting of 

^JTlXXXIX: 27-28. 


212. LXXV: 2. 
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the desires and the whisperings of Satan, it is called “the soul incited to 
evil” ( al-nafs al-ammara bi-I-su'). These souls may be said to fit the first 
meaning of the term. 

(Iliya', 111, p. 3) 
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Hadlth 184 
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Narrated Abu Hurayra: “Wealth is not the accumulation of possessions; 
true wealth is inner richness.” 

(Quoted by al-Tirmidhi. Authenticated hadlth ) 

Commentary 

If wealth is defined as that which enables a life of ease and well-being, then 
the question arises whether the accumulation of material possessions can 
really provide this. Although it is obviously desirable to avoid misery—for 
oneself as well as others—it is also evident that well-being, like unhap¬ 
piness, is a state of the soul. As emphasized by al-Ghazzall, detachment 
(zuhd) is an essential virtue for escaping the ego’s insatiable thirst for pos 
session. 

al-Ghazzall 

Know that detachment is a noble station ( maqam ) amongst those that tl 
travelers to God go through. Like all the spiritual stations, it is related to 
knowledge, a spiritual state, and worship. Knowledge is the origin of the 
spiritual state, which in its turn is the origin of worship. 

Detachment consists in abandoning something with a view to some¬ 
thing superior to it. [... 1 Since detachment supposes abandoning some¬ 
thing to which one is attached—otherwise there would be no question of 
detaching oneself—it can only be conceived in view of a thing, the love of 
which is even greater. This is why true detachment consists in abandoning 
everything which is not God, including Paradise, and loving nothing but 
Him. He who is detached from the things of the here-below for the sake 
of the delights of the Hereafter—houris, palaces, flowers, fruits ... is de¬ 
tached, but to a lesser degree. 

(Ihya\ IV, pp. 211-212) 
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Hadlth 185 
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Narrated Abu Hurayra: “He who throws his adversary on the ground is not 
strong, but he who dominates his soul when angry (is strong).” 

(Quoted by Ahmad ibn Hanbal. Authenticated hadlth) 

Commentary 

From the spiritual point of view, the only and veritable enemy is the ego, 
which is very often kept in illusion by the Enemy, namely Satan. Anger and 
aggressiveness are considered privileged means of access of the Enemy to 
the heart because they take hold of the ego and make one lose all discern¬ 
ment. 


Shaykh al-DarqawI 

One of our brothers complained about an oppressor who had wronged him. 
We responded to him: “If you want to kill your oppressor, kill your ego! 
And thus shall you certainly kill your oppressors!” 

We said to one of our brothers, “You will be in loss if, when seeing the 
form of your ego appear, you do not abandon its dwelling place and you 
do not erase its tracks immediately. However, this consists in making it 
endure that which is harder for it until you end up killing it. In fact, killing 
it enables the heart to live, as one of the masters has said: ‘The heart cannot 
live while the ego is alive.’” 

Another brother told us that he had struck a Jew for vanity, injustice, 
and despotism. We told him Firmly: “Strike neither Jew, nor Christian, nor 
Muslim; and if you must absolutely strike—it is inevitable—then strike 
your ego and do not cease to strike it until it dies. Do not leave it alive!” 

This is how I love my brothers to be. The vices, in fact, abound in the 
disciple whose ego is alive. The disciple whose ego is dead is sheltered 
from vices (‘ uyub ) and he contemplates the mysteries ( ghuyub ); he is a 
master of all people, whether they want this or not, for it is God who grants 
him this supremacy. 

( Rasa’il , letter 8) 
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Hadlth 186 
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Narrated Abo Musa al-Ash‘ari: 'The example of a virtuous companion and 
an unsound one is like that of a musk seller and a blacksmith. You will 
leave the first carrying a good smell whether you buy some musk from 
him or not; whereas the blacksmith’s [work] can either bum your house or 
your clothes, [and in the best case] you will receive a bad smell from the 
forge.” 

(Quoted by al-Bukhari. Authenticated hadlth ) 

Ibn al-‘Arabi 

Nothing helps more in the obedience of God than visiting those who obe 
Him, and nothing pushes more to sinning than associating with sinners. A 
the Prophet jSj has said, “Man has the religion of his friends; therefore every¬ 
body should consider whom he befriends.” 213 Through an innate tendency, 
the soul is inclined to imitate its entourage, to take on the attributes of the 
people it is in contact with, and even to attempt to compete with them in these 
domains. Associating with the heedless is therefore an invitation to heedless¬ 
ness, besides which, for the soul, is one of its natural dispositions. What hap¬ 
pens when the soul is immersed in the company of the heedless? You will 
agree with me, brother—may God grant you success—that your soul is not as 
willing in the same way when you exit from your place, your breast dilated, 
in resolve to obey your Lord and penetrated by light, except if you go back 
to self-seclusion. The reasons for this are the stain which associating with 
the profane brings about, and the darkening of the heart, which lets itself be 
engrossed by the means of subsistence. Were these secondary causes and the 
attraction to transgression to disappear from the soul, there would no longer 
be any insurmountable obstacle for the heart in its journey to God. 

(De l' Abandon de la Volontepropre, Alif, 1997, p. 131) 


213. Quoted by Abu Dawud, hadlth no. 4815. (tr.) 
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Hadlth 187 
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Narrated Ibn ‘Amr: “The best amongst you are those who evoke the re¬ 
membrance of God when you see them, whose speech makes your faith 
increase, and whose actions make you desire the Hereafter.” 

(Quoted by al-Hakim. Authenticated hadlth) 


Hadlth 188 
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Narrated Ibn ‘Umar: “The best amongst you are those who evoke the re¬ 
membrance of God in you when they are seen, and the worst amongst you 
are those who spread calumny, who divide those who love each other and 
who seek to make others suffer.” 

(Quoted by al-Bayhaql. Validated hadlth) 

Commentary 

Despite their difference in tone, these hadlth stress the same essential char¬ 
acteristic of the best people: they bring about the remembrance of God in 
the hearts of others. In the following text, Ibn al-‘Arabi emphasizes the 
mercy that such persons represent for everyone and their role in the cre¬ 
ation: 

Ibn aJ-‘ArabI 

Certain hadlth state that when perfect servants are mentioned, Mercy de¬ 
scends. This is so because the invocation of the perfect servants (dhikr al- 
sdlihun) is part of the invocation of God (dhikr Allah). They are those who, 
according to a saying of the Prophet eJ, “when they are seen, they remind 
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people of God.” Thus, when they are mentioned, this is necessarily done by 
Him, and there can be established regarding them no relation except with 
Him. They are in fact the chosen servants, those who have worshipped God 
with sincerity (side/) and purity of intention ( ikhlds ). Thereafter, they have 
no knowledge except through Him, and they are incapable of acting other¬ 
wise except for Him. They represent the “recourse” ( al-ghiyath ), and they 
maintain the command of the Real (amr al-Haqq). 

( Kawkab , p. 5.) 
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Hadlth 189 

Jit Jlkitf Ji^f jjaitf dJJl* ^t 

x x 

x 

°Jj) 


Narrated Anas ibn Malik: “The eminence of the folk of grace cannot be 
recognized except by the folk of grace.” 

(Quoted by Ibn ‘Asakir. Validated hadlth ) 

Commentary 

The expression “folk of grace” (ahl al-fadl) denotes the saints of the 
Muhammadan community, and like other hadlth , this one stresses the fact 
that they are hidden from those who are unworthy of knowing them, due to 
their attitude. More precisely, the hadlth emphasizes that one has to walk 
on the path of sanctity in order for one to know those who have gone before. 
Thus, recognizing and knowing a saint is a great favor that God grants to 
His servant: 

Glory be to Him who has arranged things so that access to His Saints 
is only possible through seeking access to Him, and who has joined no 
one to them except him whom God wants to join to Himself. 

(Ibn ‘Ata’ Allah, Hikam, no. 148) 
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Hadlth 190 
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Narrated Abu Hurayra: “There are no alms more beloved to God than the 
truthful word.” 

(Quoted by al-Bayhaqi. Validated hadlth.) 

Commentary 

The expression “truthful word” can pertain to every believer when it is 
understood in the meaning of transmission and sharing of what he knows 
about the Divine message. The “alms” mentioned by this hadlth can also 
denote the function of the spokesperson of wisdom and also of his or her 
role in the defense of the truth. Emanating from their relation with God, 
their words are invigorating and revive the faith; they can be an expression 
of spiritual generosity. 
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Hadlth 191 
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Narrated Usayr ibn Jabir: “A delegation from Kufa came to ’Umar and there 
was a person amongst them who jeered at Uways. Thereupon ‘Umar asked, 
‘Is there amongst you one from Qaran?’ That person came and ‘Umar said, 
‘Verily the Messenger of God ^ has said: “There will come to you a per¬ 
son from Yemen called Uways and he will leave none in Yemen except his 
mother. He had leprosy, so he supplicated God and it was cured except for 
the size of a dinar or dirham. He amongst you who meets him should ask 
him to supplicate God for you.”’” 

(Quoted by Muslim. Authenticated hadlth) 
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Narrated All: “The best of the generation of the Followers ( al-labi'Tn ) is 
Uways [al-Qaranl].” 

(Quoted by al-Hakim. Authenticated hadlth) 

Commentary 

Uways al-Qaranl (d. 36/657) was a Yemenite contemporary of the Proph¬ 
et whom he never met physically, but whom nevertheless he seemed to 
know well spiritually. He died at the Battle of SiffTn fighting for ‘All. The 
Prophet M informed his Companions about the existence of this man and 
advised them to ask him to supplicate God for them if they met him. The 
peculiar spirituality of Uways has given his name to the spiritual masters 
who do not have a visible guide. This is notably the case of Khidr. Ibn 
al-‘ArabT may be considered an uwaysl, for despite having associated with 
many masters, this was done for reasons other than those of the ordinary 
disciples. This fact confirms his great spiritual independence from a very 
young age. 

Ibn al-‘ArabI 

I met him in Seville and he taught me to submit myself to the spiritual 
masters and to not contradict them. In fact, that day I had contradicted one 
of my masters on a certain question and I left him. I met Khidr at the Qiis 
al-haniyya neighborhood, and he told me, “Accept what the shaykh says!” 
I immediately returned to the Shaykh. When I entered upon him, before 
I even started speaking, he said to me: “O Muhammad, do I have to ask 
Khidr to recommend your submission to the masters every time you con¬ 
tradict me?” I told him, “O master, was the person who advised me to you 
Khidr?” He said, “Yes!” I said: “Praise belongs to God for this blessing! 
However, the matter [of the dispute] is just as I told you.” Some time later, 
I went to the Shaykh and noticed that he had come round to my opinion. He 
said: “It is I who was wrong and you were right.” I replied, “I understand 
now why Khidr only advised me to submission, and he did not say that you 
were right on this question. I should not contradict you insofar as the ques¬ 
tion did not pertain to the rulings laid out by the Law (ahkam rnashrii'a), of 
which it is forbidden to keep silent.” I thanked God for this favor and was 
very happy that the Shaykh knew the truth [about our matter of dispute]. 

(. Fut ., Ill, p. 336) 
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Hadlth 193 
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Narrated Anas ibn Malik: “Verily God—exalted be He—has servants who 
know people by their physiognomy.” 

(Quoted by al-Haklm. Validated hadlth ) 

Commentary 

Physiognomy (tawassum) is one of the aspects of perspicacity (firasa ). 214 

The spiritual master must possess this knowledge in order to better 
guide the aspirants who come to him: he will give them spiritual advice 
according to their diverse predispositions. 

al-MunawT 

“Verily God—exalted be He—has servants who know people by their 
physiognomy.” This means that they know their inner states through their 
spiritual insight ( tafarrus ). This pertains to those who are submerged in the 
contemplation of God; He has granted them the blessing of removing the 
veil from their hearts. Then they are capable of perceiving the inner con¬ 
science of people. As for the person whose soul is distracted with respect to 
God, this hadlth does not concern him ... 

(Fayd al-Qadir, hadlth no. 2349) 


214. See hadlth 180. 
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Narrated Ibn ‘Umar: “Verily God—exalted be He—has servants whom he 
has conferred the task of responding to the needs of the people. The latter 
find refuge with these servants and they are the persons who have been 
protected from God’s chastisement.” 

(Quoted by al-Tabaranl. Validated hadith) 

Ibn al-‘Arab! 


Abu Muhammad Makhluf Qaba’ill lived in C6rdoba and died there with 
the leave of the Messenger of God One day I went to see him with my 
father so that he could pray for him. He kept us from the morning until the 
afternoon prayer and we had lunch with him. 

Upon entering his house, one could feel the power of his spiritual pre.« 
ence even before seeing him. And when one saw him, he was wonderfiil t 
behold. He always wore wool (siif). Besides the other litanies he recited a 
thousand times a day—the tasbih, the takbir, the tahmTd, and the tahlll —he 
was always invoking. His prayers extended to all the inhabitants of the 
heavens and the earth, including the fish in the sea, and he would shed tears 
readily. 

Since he wanted to dig a well in his garden, they gave him a foreign 
prisoner to help him. The Shaykh then said, “This man has come to serve 
us, and we shall ask God that he enter Islam.” When the night fell, the 
Shaykh withdrew in order to pray for him. When the man came to work the 
next morning, he announced that he had become a Muslim. When he was 
asked about this, he replied: “I saw the Messenger of God in my dream, 
who ordered me to believe in him, and I believed in him. Then the Mes¬ 
senger of God told me, ‘It is thanks to the intercession of Abu Muhammad 
Makhluf that I received you in Islam.’” 

( Soufis , pp.114-15) 


277 


SPIRITUAL TEACHINGS OF THE PROPHET 


Hadlth 195 
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Narrated Abu Hurayra: “Many a person with disheveled hair and covered 
with dust is turned away from the doors. They have only to adjure God, and 
He answers them.” 

(Quoted by Muslim. Authenticated hadlth ) 
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Narrated Anas: “There are servants of God who have only to adjure God, 
and He answers them.” 

Ibn al-‘ArabI 

The shaykh Musa ibn ‘Imran Martull was the imam of the Mosque of Rida 
in Seville. I paid a visit to him one day, and found him in the company 
of Abu al-Qasim ibn Ghafir, a scholar of the traditions ( muhaddith ) who 
denied the charismatic actions of the Friends of God (karamat al-awliya'). 
When I arrived, I heard the shaykh refuting a thing that the muhaddith 
had said to him. The scholar reproached us for two forbidden things which 
we had not committed, and which we could not even imagine that any of 
our brothers could have done. I asked the shaykh, towards whom I had a 
humble attitude, to let me take care of the debate. Then I addressed myself 
to this Abu al-Qasim: 

“You are a muhaddith , are you not?” He said, “Yes.” “Since the Mes¬ 
senger of God knew that his community would include people of 
your kind, he negated the possibility of charismatic actions in the case 
of those who limit themselves to the obedience of the Divine injunc¬ 
tions. However, he said a thing or two which could make you reflect.” 
The scholar asked what those could be, and I replied: “Is it not related 
that the Messenger of God has said: Many a person who has dishev¬ 
eled hair, is covered with dust and is turned away from the doors has 
only but to adjure God, and He answers them? Has he not also said: and 


278 


The Saints and the Virtuous 


amongst them are those who are granted (their requests). Do you ac¬ 
cept these sayings?” When he accepted, I said to him, “Praise belongs 
to God who has not limited the Prophet p?. to one kind of miracle but 
has given him the possibility to make an oath which could be kept by 
him. He did not specify the object of this oath, and therefore it contains 
all possibilities; so that if one of those men [mentioned in the hadith ] 
adjured God about lifting something in the air or on water, or the quick 
covering of long distances, or subsistence without food, perceiving 
what is in the souls of the others and other things which have been 
related about this matter, God would grant it to him.” 

On hearing this, Abu al-Qasim was confused and kept his silence. 
Then the shaykh told me: “May God reward you with blessings coming 
from His saints!” 

( Soufis , p. 78) 
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Narrated Abu Hurayra: “Lo! God has said: ‘He who shows enmity to one 
of My friends, I declare war on him. Nothing is more pleasing to Me, as a 
means for My slave to draw near unto Me, than worship that which I have 
made binding upon him; and My slave ceaseth not to draw near unto Me 
with added devotions of his free will until I love him; and when I love him 
I am the Hearing wherewith he heareth and the Sight wherewith he seeth 
and the Hand whereby he graspeth and the Foot whereon he walketh. If he 
asketh me a thing, I will grant it to him, and if seeketh asylum with Me, I 
will certainly grant it to him.’” 

(Quoted by al-Bukharf. Authenticated hadith ) 

Commentary 

This often-quoted hadith by the spiritual masters contains three essential 
elements: a warning against enmity towards the Friends of God; a mention 
of the path of sanctity—through die observance of the obligatory acts of 
worship as well as the voluntary ones; and finally, a description of the spiri¬ 
tual state of the saint who is filled with Divine Presence: his individuality 
has been extinguished and there remains nothing in him except the action 
of the One. 

Martin Lings (Abu Bakr Siraj al-DIn) 

The whole of Sufism—its aspirations, its practice, and in a sense also even 
its doctrine—is summed up in this Holy Tradition, which is quoted by the 
Sufis perhaps more often than any other text apart from the Qur’an. As may 
be inferred from it, their practices are of two kinds: rites which are bind- 
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ing on all Muslims, and additional voluntary rites. When a novice enters 
an order, one of the first things he or she has to do is to acquire an extra 
dimension which will confer a depth and a height on rites which (assuming 
an Islamic upbringing) have been performed more or less exoterically since 
childhood. The obligations of Islam, often known as “the five pillars,” are 
the Shahada, the ritual prayer five times a day, the almsgiving, the fast of 
the month of Ramadan, and the pilgrimage to Mecca if circumstances al¬ 
low, this last obligation being the only one that is conditional. 

Of the voluntary rites of Islam as performed by the Sufis, the invocation 
of the Name Allah has already been mentioned as by far the most important. 
There might seem to be a certain contradiction between the opening of the 
Holy Tradition quoted at the outset of this chapter which sets the obligatory 
above the voluntary and the Quranic affirmation that dhikr Allah , which is 
voluntary, is greater even than the ritual prayer, which is obligatory. But 
it must be remembered that although what is obligatory serves to confer a 
spiritual rhythm on the flow of the hours, the time that it actually takes is 
relatively short. The voluntary has therefore a potential precedence over it 
by being capable of embracing and penetrating the whole of life, and this is 
what those who practice methodically the invocation aim at making it do. 
The meaning of the Holy Tradition is clearly that what is a legal obligation 
cannot be replaced, at the whim of an individual, by something which is 
not. Thus the Sufis are in agreement that the invocation of the Name, in 
itself the most powerful of all rites, is only acceptable to God on the basis 
of the invoker’s having performed what is obligatory. It could not be a legal 
obligation itself for power necessarily means danger; and by no means is 
every novice allowed to proceed at once to the invocation of the Supreme 
Name. 

(What is Sufism, pp. 74; 78-79). 
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Narrated Abu Umama: “God the Almighty and Majestic has said: ‘Ver¬ 
ily, for Me, the happiest of My saints is the believer who lives modestly, 
who finds satisfaction in prayer, worships his Lord in the best manner, and 
obeys Him in secret as well as in public. He blends in amongst men and 
is not pointed out. He is content with a meager living and bears this with 
patience.’ Then [the Prophet] snapped his fingers and continued: ‘His death 
is hastened, few people weep for him, and he leaves very few possessions 
as inheritance.’” 

(Quoted by al-Tirmidhi. Authenticated hadith.) 

Commentary 

The saints are often tried in the here-below. Indeed the here-below does not 
easily tolerate one who vividly and directly manifests the vain and illusory 
character of all worldliness. 

Shaykh al-DarqawI 

No one doubts that the Friends of God (< awliya ’)—may God be satisfied 
with them—in general live modestly while ordinary people are only inter¬ 
ested in distinctions. How would they know the Friends of God? Apart from 
those whom God takes by the hand, most are too distanced from them. The 
noble master Ibn ‘Ata’ Allah has said in his Hikam: “Praise be to Him who 
has hidden the inner reality of holiness (sir al-khususiyya ) by manifesting 
the quality of human nature (bi-iuhiir wasf al-bashariyya), and who has ap¬ 
peared in the sublimity of Lordship ('arjama al-rububiyya) by manifesting 
servanthood (< al-‘ubudiyya )\” 
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If I were asked, “What did you do in order to know the saints and to 
benefit from their company?” I would say: “I looked from the angle of 
abasement and not from that of the worldly honor, and I have found therein 
what 1 was looking for, praise be to God!” The majority of men look only 
through the angle of the here-below and those who are successful in it. 
They are neither interested in poverty, nor in the poor. Some of them run 
away when they see an indigent saint who possesses nothing of this world, 
and they do not approach him at all. They say, “If this man were a saint, he 
would be rich and not poor! He was unable to do anything for himself, how 
can he be of any use to others?” These people do not know that the saint is 
one who possesses nothing in this world, and that he is rich with God, who 
suffices him. 

( Rasd’il , letter 81, pp. 99-100) 
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Narrated Ibn ‘Amr: “God will take care of the human relationships of the 
person who takes care of his relationship with God, and he will change the 
external situation of whomever reforms his internal state.” 

(Quoted by al-Hakim. Validated hadlth) 

Commentary 

This hadlth mentions an important key to the spiritual life: the priority of 
the inward. Man is sunk and dispersed in the outward because he does not 
see that the latter is but an expression of his inward state. In this sense, this 
hadlth explicates the verse, 

/• J .tf , , **<* *' « - , >*<> 

—ojU U pyu 

God will not change what is with a people until they change what is 
within themselves . 2 ' 5 



All outward change must proceed from the interior: this is so because 
“things are hidden in their opposites.” 

Shaykh al-DarqawI 

Things are hidden in their opposites, it cannot be otherwise; spiritual 
awareness is hidden in the forgetting of the ego. Divine gifts in privation, 
grandeur in humility, richness in poverty, strength in the recognition of 
weakness, plenitude in narrowness, elevation in abasement, life in death, 
victory in defeat, power in powerlessness, etc. He who wants to realize 
spiritual awareness must therefore accept losing his ego; he who seeks the 
Divine gift must accept privation; he who desires grandeur must accept hu¬ 
mility; he who desires richness must accept poverty; who desires strength 
must accept weakness; he who desires plenitude must accept narrowness; 
he who wants to be elevated must let himself be abased; he who desires life 
must accept death; he who wants victory must accept defeat, he who wants 
power must therefore accept powerlessness. 

In sum, he who aspires to freedom must accept servitude; he must 
choose it just as the beloved Prophet did, and he must neither be proud 

215. XIII: 11 
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nor rebellious against his condition, for the servant remains a servant and 
the Lord is Lord. 

(Rasa 7/, letter 31, p. 57) 
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Narrated Abu Hurayra: “God Most High has said: ‘I love meeting with My 
servant if he loves meeting with Me, and I detest meeting with My servant 
if he detests meeting with Me.’” 

(Quoted by al-Bukhari. Authenticated hadlth) 

Commentary 


al-Ghazzall 

The Intimacy ( uns) and love of God belong to states leading to felicity 
(< al-mus'idat ) and which bring man to the joys of meeting with God and 
contemplation ( mushahada ). This felicity is quickly granted after death 
and consequently the [spiritual] man reaches the beatific vision in Paradise. 
Thus, the grave becomes one of the gardens of Paradise. How else could it 
be in the grave for him who had but one Beloved, but who was prevented 
by the chains of this world from constant intimacy with God, from His 
continuous invocation ( dhikr ) and from unceasing contemplation of His 
beauty? But now that the fetters have been broken and the spiritual man has 
escaped the prison of the world, he is alone with his Beloved, he turns to 
Him full of joy, free from obstacles and saved from separation. 

As for he who loved this world, how can he not suffer after death, since 
he has lost forever the lower world which he loved so much? 

(Iliya’, III, p. 215) 
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Narrated Abu Qarsafa: “Whoever loves some category of being shall be 
resurrected in their company.” 

(Quoted by al-Tabarani. Authenticated hadlth) 
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Narrated Ibn Mas‘ud: “A man came to meet the Messenger of God js£ and 
asked him, ‘What do you say about someone who loves (pious) people but 
cannot attain their degree of piety?’ The Messenger of God jsJ said, ‘Every¬ 
one will be with those whom he has loved.’” 

(Quoted by al-Bukhari. Authenticated hadlth) 

Commentary 

The love of a person for a certain category of people bears witness to a 
profound inner affinity. This remains true even when this person is unable 
to elevate himself to the spiritual level of those whom he loves, for differ¬ 
ent reasons which can be both outward and inwaard. In the Hereafter, this 
affinity will play its full role, as stated in these two hadlth. 

al-Ghazzall 


The Shaykh Abu Ja‘far Saydalani had this [oneiric] vision: 

I saw the Messenger of God in my dream. He was with a group of 
fuqara’. Suddenly, we saw the sky opening and two angels descending 
therefrom. One held a basin in his hand and the other a jug. The basin 
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was placed before the Messenger of God £5 who washed his hands, then 
ordered the fuqara’ to do the same. After that, the basin was placed in 
front of me but one of the angels said to the other: “Do not pour water 
for him, he is not one of them.” f protested: “O Messenger of God, is 
the following saying not from thee: Man shall be with those he loved?” 
He replied, “That is right.” Then I said: “O Messenger of God, in truth I 
love thee and I love th & fuqara ']”The Prophet then said to the angel: 
"Pour water for him, for he is one of the fuqara 

(Ihya\ IV, pp. 491-492) 
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Narrated ‘Uthman ibn Hunayf: “A blind man came to the Prophet $ ana 
said, ‘I have been afflicted in my eyesight, please pray to God for me.’ The 
Prophet ;g told him, ‘If you accept being patient it will be better for you.” 
But the man insisted, ‘Please pray to God ... ’ Then the Prophet S said: 
‘Go make ablution, perform two cycles of prayer, and then say, O God . / 
ask Thee and turn to Thee through my Prophet Muhammad the Prophet 
of Mercy; O Muhammad, l have turned to you as a means towards my 
Lord for my need, that it may be fulfilled. O God, grant him intercession 
(shafa‘a) for me.’ The man stood up and his sight was recovered." 

(Quoted by al-Hakim. Authenticated hadlth) 216 

Commentary 

Islam emphasizes the worship of the One, rejecting all kinds of association 
(shirk) of other divinities with God, and acknowledging the fact that He 

216. In the version quoted by al-Tirmidhi, the Prophet S is reported to have 
added, “And if there is some need, do the same.” 
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alone is the Powerful. Thus one of the sacred formulae that accompany the 
life of a believer and whose recitation is recommended in numerous situa¬ 
tions states: “There is no might nor strength save with God” (/d hawla wa 
Id quwwata ilia bi-LIdh). However, there is a widespread error in certain 
literalist circles which consists—for reasons which we shall shortly men¬ 
tion—in the rejection of any kind of mediation and intercession, from fear 
of associating others with God. These rejections, directed mainly to certain 
manifestations of popular piety which are hardly orthodox, have turned into 
an extremely rigid doctrinal position. 

Conversely, in this hadith the Prophet ^F, teaches the blind man to turn 
himself to God, not directly but through his mediation ( (awassul ), taking 
him as an intercessor. 

Yusuf Khattar 

The terms “mediation” ( tawassul ), “seeking intercession” ( istighatha ), and 
“seeking support” ( isti'ana ) denote the same thing, and in reality, they de¬ 
note nothing but an action of God. As for the servant’s making use of sup¬ 
port in his demands, it is but an instrument of God—exalted be He. No one 
disagrees on the matter of the permissibility of mediation through one’s pi¬ 
ous acts such as prayer, fasting, reading of the Qur’an ... The permissibility 
of this action is then well established by the hadith of three persons locked 
up in a cave: the first sought mediation to God through his filial piety, the 
second through his abstention from adultery when the occasion presented 
itself, and the third through his scrupulous respect for the depositing of trust 
( amdna ). 217 These three persons were then saved by God. 

( Mawsu'a , p. 81) 


217. Quoted by al-Bukhari, narrating from Ibn ‘Umar in the Book of Sales and 
Trade, hadith no. 2080. 
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Narrated Anas ibn Malik: “At times of drought, ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab used to 
recite the supplication for rain relying on al-Abbas ibn ‘Abd al-Murtalib for his 
demand, saying: ‘O God! We used to seek access to Thee through our Prophet, 
and Thou would bless us with rain, and now we seek access to Thee through the 
uncle of our Prophet. O God! Bless us with rain.’ And so it would rain.” 

(Quoted by al-Bukhari. Authenticated hadith) 

Commentary 

Seeking mediation and asking for intercession is possible not only through 
the Prophet j§i but it extends to the saints of the community as well. In this 
sense, this hadith is part of the textual proofs establishing the permissibility 
of asking for intercession through the mediation of the saints. 

Yusuf Khattar 

When a Muslim seeks mediation or intercession through the Prophet or i 
saint, he does so only because he knows their charismatic powers ( karamat ) 
and their eminence (jah) in the eyes of God—exalted be He. He is therefore 
convinced that the saint is permitted and supported by God: his eminence de¬ 
rives from the fact that God chooses whom He wants from amongst His ser¬ 
vants. Indeed, God is such that: He selecteth for His mercy whom He will. 2 " 1 

Prophethood and special sanctity ( walaya khassa) 219 cannot be ac¬ 
quired through personal effort: they are a pure gift from God. One’s se¬ 
lection to sanctity confers a degree in the eyes of God which is called 
eminence (jah). Regarding this matter, the Most High has said: Allah 
chooseth for Himself whom He will, and guideth unto Himself him who 
tumeth (toward Him). 220 

(Mawsu'a, p. 82) 


218. Ill: 74. 

219. As opposed to general sanctity (walaya ‘anuna) which derives from taqwa. 

220. XLII: 13. 
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Narrated Abu Hurayra: “Al-Khidr (‘The Verdant’) was named so because, 
having sat one day over a barren white land, it immediately turned green 
with vegetation.” 

(Quoted by al-BukhM. Authenticated hadlth ) 

Commentary 

Khidr is an enigmatic figure in the sense that he is a man who has been 
gifted with extraordinary longevity—like that of a long-lived (mu'ammar) 
person—which, amongst other things, enables him to initiate others to su¬ 
preme knowledge. 

Ibn al-‘ArabT 

The name of Khidr is Balya son of Malikan, son of Faligh, son of Ghabir, 
son of Shalikh, son of Arfakhshad, son of Sam, son of Nuh. 221 Indeed, he 
was in an army whose commander ordered him to look for water which 
they were lacking. He found the Fountain of Life from which he drank, and 
that is why he is still alive, having not known that God had granted longev¬ 
ity to whoever drank from this water. I met him in Seville and he taught me 
to submit myself to the spiritual masters and to not contradict them. In fact, 
that day I had contradicted one of my masters on a certain question and I 
had left him. I met Khidr at the Qus al-haniyya neighborhood, and he told 
me: “Accept what the shaykh says!” I immediately returned to the Shaykh. 
When I entered upon him, before I even started speaking, he told me: “O 
Muhammad, do I have to ask Khidr to recommend your submission to the 
masters every time you contradict me?” I told him, “O master, was the per¬ 
son who recommended me to you Khidr?” He said, “Yes!” I said: “Praise 
belongs to God for this blessing! However, the matter [of the dispute] is just 
as I told you.” Some time later, I went to the Shaykh and noticed that he had 


221. He is therefore a descendant of Noah through Shem. Some of the names in 
this genealogy are found in the Bible: Genesis, X-XI; and Luke, 3:35-36. 
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come round to my opinion. He said: “It is I who was wrong and you were 
right.” I replied, “I understand now why Khidr only recommended submis¬ 
sion for me, and he did not say that you were right on this question. I should 
not contradict you insofar as the question did not pertain to the rulings laid 
out by the Law (ahkcirn mashru'a), for which it is forbidden to keep silent.” 
I thanked God for this favor and was very happy that the Shaykh knew the 
truth [about our matter of dispute]. 

The Fountain of Life contains water through which God grants longevity 
to whomever drinks from it. When Khidr returned to his companions, he in¬ 
formed them about the existence of this water. People then hastened to drink 
from it but God hid the Fountain from their sight and they could not find it. 
(Fut., Ill, p. 336) 

al-Sha‘rani 

The folk of unveiling (ahl al-kashf) unanimously agree that Khidr is al¬ 
ways living. This is why we can meet him. Among those who have claimed 
to have met him, we mention the Commander of the Faithful, ‘Umar ibn 
‘Abd al-‘Aziz, who related the following dialogue to us: 

O Prophet of God, give me some advice. 

O ‘Umar, be cautious against appearing as a saint, while being an 
enemy of God inwardly. 

Among the privileged ones, we also mention: 

Dhu al-Nun al-Misrf who met Khidr several times and who was 
taught the Supreme Name (Ism al-a'zam) by him. 

Abu ‘Abd Allah Bishri who welcomed Khidr into his home. 

Shaykh ‘Abd al-Razzaq who met Khidr several times. He helped 
the shaykh in his sermons, and recommended him to recite, after the 
prayer of subh, the Throne Verse, 222 the end of Chapter aI-Baqara, 22J 
and the following two verses: God is Witness that there is no god save 
Him 224 and O God, Master of the Kingdom l 225 Khidr taught him that 
God protected his faith through the recitation of these verses, until the 
meeting with Him in the Hereafter. 

People have also mentioned Ibrahim al-Khawwas, Abu Yazld 
Bastami and Ibrahim ibn Adham. As for Ibn al-‘ArabI, he met with 
Khidr numerous times, and he said about him: “Khidr made me take the 
oath of not contradicting the spiritual masters, and he invested me with 
the Sufi mantle (khirqa sufiyya) next to the black stone in Mecca.” 
(Khidriyya, pp. 13-14) 


222. 11:255. 

223. 11:286-288. 

224. Ill: 18 

225. 111:26. 
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Narrated Ubayy ibn Ka‘b: “May God have mercy on Moses! Would that he 
had been more patient [with Khidr] so that we could learn more about the 
story of their meeting.” 

(Quoted by al-Bukhari. Authenticated hadlth) 

Commentary 

The Chapter al-Kalif relates the story of the meeting between Khidr and 
Moses, who had vowed to find the former in order to be taught by him. Un¬ 
able to understand the meaning of Khidfs actions, Moses ended up ques¬ 
tioning him even though he had promised not to do so, and this was the 
cause of their separation. Many spiritual masters consider that this meeting 
symbolizes that of the disciple with his master, and they infer from this the 
principal rules governing this relationship. 

Amir ‘Abd al-Qadir 

The story of Moses and of Khidr tackles several points related to the mas¬ 
ter-disciple relationship: 

Whatever the degree that may have been reached by a master—both in 
his own eyes and those of others—he must search for knowledge from 
whomever is more knowledgeable than him... 

A master must not push away a disciple who has come to him in 
search of knowledge even if he knows that the latter is not qualified for 
it. In fact, Khidr knew that Moses could not bear his company, but he 
still accepted him... 

The master must impose certain conditions on the disciple and de¬ 
mand commitments from him ... 

If the master sees that the disciple is falling short of his commit¬ 
ments, he has the right to remind him about them. If the disciple offers 
excuses to him, he will accept them a first time and a second time, just 
as Khidr did with Moses ... 

The disciple must be constant and patient, and he should not allow 
himself to be disrupted in his commitment to his master if he perceives 
in him words or actions that [seem to] contradict the truth or the sa¬ 
cred Law, because the Messenger of God j§J has said, “May God have 
mercy on Moses! Would that he had been more patient [with Khidr] so 
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that we could learn more about the story of their meeting.” 

{Mawaqif no. 195, pp. 425-426) 

al-Ghazzali 

Whatever be the method used by the master for teaching, the disciple must 
put it to practice by giving up his petty personal opinion: If the master is 
wrong, the disciple will benefit from having had uprightness of mind [in 
obeying], [Spiritual] experience is based on peculiar and unexpected reali¬ 
ties, but which have a great beneficial effect; how many sick ones caught 
by fever are sometimes treated by the doctor with an increase in heat until 
they are cured? He who does not know [this procedure] remains completely 
stunned. God the Exalted has clearly indicated this in the story of Khidr and 
Moses: thou const not bear with me. How const thou bear with that whereof 
thou const not compass any knowledge? 726 

Then Khidr imposed silence and submission ( tasllm ) as conditions, and 
said: If thou goest with me, ask me not concerning aught till / myself make 
mention of it unto thee. 277 

But Moses could not bear it and his repeated questions were the cause 
of their separation. 

In summary, you may count as going to perdition and ruin those dis¬ 
ciples that adhere to their personal opinion and their individual choice. 

Perchance you will object [to the story of Moses] that God Most High 
has said: Ask the Folk of Remembrance (ahl al-dhikr) if ye know not m an< 
that questioning is an obligation. [I say] know that this is true, but only ii 
the domain in which the master has given his permission, for it is bad to 
ask questions when one is incapable of grasping their answers. This is why 
Khidr forbade Moses to pose questions. 

Avoid, therefore, posing questions before the suitable moment because 
the master knows better than you what is suitable for you. Avoid question¬ 
ing about what has not been unveiled to you. At every stage, the question 
time only starts after the appearance of unveiling ( kashf ). 

( Ihya\ I, pp. 50-51) 


226. XVIII: 67-68. 

227. XVIII: 70 

228. XVI: 43. 
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Hadith 207: 






Narrated ‘A’isha: “The best people are those of my century, then those of 
the second century, and then those of the third century.” 

(Quoted by Muslim. Authenticated hadith ) 




Narrated Abu Hurayra: “The best people are those of my century, then 
those who shall succeed this generation, and thus until the last people, who 
shall be the worst.” 

(Quoted by al-Tabaranl. Validated hadith ) 

Commentary 

The Companions of the Prophet 0. had a very clear awareness of their be¬ 
ing privileged, not only by the fact that they were the companions of the last 
messenger from God but also because they were convinced of representing 
the best generation of Islam. Numerous sayings of the Prophet 0, stress the 
progressive and inevitable decline of humanity. The best manner to pre¬ 
serve, for as long as possible, the legacy of the transmissions they received 
was, therefore, a constant worry. Hence, all the generations that followed 
regarded the generation of the Companions as an unsurpassable model. 
Thus the extraordinary and very rapid expansion of the Muslim world was 
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accompanied, at each period until today, with a firm willingness for faith¬ 
fulness to the Predecessors, 

Rene Guenon (‘Abd al-Wahid Yahya) 

One question will however naturally spring to mind: what is the reason for 
the existence of a period such as that in which we are living? Indeed, how¬ 
ever abnormal present conditions may be when considered in themselves, 
they must nevertheless enter into the general order of things, that order 
which, according to a Far-Eastern formula, is composed of the sum of all 
disorders; the present phase, however painful and troubled it may be, must 
also have its appointed place, like any other, in the complete course of hu¬ 
man development, and moreover the very fact that it was foreseen by the 
traditional doctrines is a sufficient indication in that respect. Our opening 
remarks about the general trend of a cycle of manifestation in the direction 
of progressive materialization provide the immediate explanation of such a 
state and clearly show that what is abnormal and disordered from one par¬ 
ticular point of view is nevertheless only the consequence of a law relating 
to a higher and more comprehensive viewpoint. [. .. ] 

According to tradition it may be said in this connection that what char¬ 
acterizes the final phase of a cycle is the exploitation of everything that has 
been neglected or rejected during the course of the preceding phase; and 
indeed this is precisely what is to be observed in modem civilization, which 
only lives, so to speak, by things which previous civilizations found no use 
for. To confirm this fact one need but observe how genuine representatives 
of civilizations that have survived to the present day in the East apprais 
the Western sciences and their industrial applications. These lower form 
of knowledge, so insignificant to anyone possessing knowledge of a diffe 
ent order, had nevertheless to be “realized,” and this could only occur at t 
stage when true intellectuality had disappeared; given that this research, so 
exclusively practical in the narrowest sense of the word, had to be earned 
out, it could only be undertaken in an age at the opposite pole to primordial 
spirituality by men so deeply involved in matter as to be incapable of con¬ 
ceiving of anything outside it, becoming, as they do, the more enslaved to 
it the more they seek to exploit it, thereby dooming themselves to an ever- 
increasing agitation, unregulated and aimless, a dispersion in pure multi¬ 
plicity tending towards final dissolution. 

(Crisis, pp. 27-28) 
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Narrated Mirdas al-Aslamt: “The virtuous people will depart one after the 
other, and there will remain useless people like the husk of barley seeds or 
bad dates: God will pay no heed to them.” 

(Quoted by al-Bukhari. Authenticated hadlth.) 
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Narrated Ibn Maqran: “Lo! God can strengthen religion through a wicked 
man.” 

(Quoted by al-Tabaranl. Authenticated hadlth.) 

Commentary 

According to the first hadlth, true virtue will be ever rarer, to the extent of 
moving away from the origin. Virtuous men therefore risk being replaced 
by others who, despite a pious appearance and being able to offer some 
service to religion, are not less wicked in reality. God’s action sometimes 
uses detours which exceed the grasp of human perception. Thus conditions 
which seem unfavorable can sometimes help bring about a consolidation of 
religion. Inversely, being—or, as very often happens, imagining being—re¬ 
ally useful to religion is not a proof of spiritual guidance; activism, even in 
its fully laudable forms, is not necessarily accompanied by Divine pleasure 
(ridwan Allah). The necessary prudence and the great humility that must be 
observed in this domain comprise the meaning of the spiritual approach of 
al-Ghazzali and of his detachment from his official functions. 


298 


The End of Time 


Shaykh aI-‘AIawI 

It is reported that after taking up the path of inner purification (safa batinih) 
as the Folk of the Truth understand it. Imam al-Ghazzali said: “I have wasted 
my time for nothing! What a bad path I was in!” Somebody then told him, 
“But what you accomplished earned you the title of the Proof of Islam!” 
To which al-Ghazzali replied: “Leave me alone with those frivolities! Have 
you not heard of the hadith of the Prophet Lo! God can strengthen reli¬ 
gion through a wicked man?” 

Therefore consider, O brother, the humility of this celebrated scholar 
and his opinion of having squandered his time before meeting the Folk of 
the Path. Do not think that he said this to deprecate the science of the sacred 
Law, far from it! On the contrary, he meant to glorify it and to stress that 
he had ignored it previously. Even though he was an expert in the exterior 
knowledge he possessed, he was limited in its inner understanding... after 
having met with the Sufis, he started knowing God, whereas before that he 
had only known the Divine injunctions (ahkam Allah). 

C Minah , p. 11) 
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Narrated Anas ibn Malik: “The Hour will not come so long as there are 
persons on earth saying: Allah, Allah ...” 

(Quoted by Muslim. Authenticated hadlth) 

Commentary 

According to this hadlth, the practice of the invocation of the Name is a 
source of blessing contributing to the safeguarding of the world and main¬ 
taining it in existence. The methodical invocation of the Name Allah re¬ 
quires an initiation ( mubdya'a) and an authorization ( idhn), contrary to 
other forms of invocation, such as the repetition of the formula la ilciha illa- 
4 Lldh which is recommended for every Muslim. Regarding this, one hadlth 
invites the believer to renew his faith through this invocation. 229 Knowledge 
of each type of invocation is the prerogative of the gnostic (‘arif hi-Lldh). 

Ibn al-‘ArabI 

All determined invocation ('dhikr muqayyad) produces a determined effect. 
God has informed us that He bestows a gift in accordance with the nature 
of the invocation of this word: “If he mentions me in himself, I will men¬ 
tion him in Myself...” This is the reason why a group from amongst the 
Folk of the Path have given preference to the invocation of the Name Allah, 
or the Name Huwa, without any determination. Their intention is not the 
pronunciation of the word, but the effort of “making present” ( istihddr ) that 
the Named deserves. In response to the invocation of the Name Allah, the 
Real mentions His servant by a Name encompassing (ism 4 amm ) all the 
perfections going back to it. The invocation by the servant is done through 
the efforts of “making present,” and the mentioning of the Real is done 
through Presence itself (hudur), for we are known and contemplated by 
» Him, whereas He is known but not contemplated by us ... 

God has prescribed the invocation (dhikr), stressing its frequent prac¬ 
tice, more than any other pious act. He has said: believing men who invoke 
God much and believing women who invoke 1 , 230 invoke God much. 23 ' In these 
verses, the invocation is that of the Name Allah without any determination. 


229. See hadlth 95. 

230. XXXIII: 35 

231. II: 200; XXXIII: 41. 
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He has also said: The invocation of God is greater 232 without specifying the 
terms of comparison; Invoke God through the appointed days 233 without 
specifying what this invocation should be: Invoke the Name of God on them 
without specifying its modes ... (XXII: 36). 

The Prophet has said: ‘The Hour will not come so long as there 
are persons on earth saying: Allah, Allah ...” He did not add anything to 
the invocation of the Name for this is the invocation of the elite amongst 
His servants, through which He preserves this world and all their dwell¬ 
ing places. When none of these servants remains, this world shall have no 
reason to exist; it will then be annihilated. Today many people practice the 
invocation of the Name Allah without the effort of making present as we 
have mentioned. The pronunciation of the Name without making present 
has no value. 

(Fut., II, pp. 228-229) 


232. XXIX: 45. 

233. 11:203. 
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Narrated ‘Iyash ibn Abl Rabi‘a: “When the Hour approaches, a wind shall 
come to take the spirit of every believer.” 

(Quoted by al-Tabaranl. Authenticated hadith) 
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Narrated Ibn Mas‘ud: “One from amongst the most wicked people will be 
living at the time when the Hour is established.” 

(Quoted by al-Bukharl. Authenticated hadith) 

Commentary 

These two hadith enable us to reconcile two important concepts from the 
prophetic teachings concerning the end of times: the disappearance of all 
the believers from the face of the earth and the fact that only the worst peo¬ 
ple of mankind will suffer the torments of the destruction of this world. 

al-Munaw! 


‘The people who will be living when the Hour comes will be amongst the 
worst of mankind”: this hadith is in agreement with that according to which 
the Hour will not come until there are no more persons saying: La ilaha 
illa-Lldh. The people who remain then will be the worst. This hadith is not 
in contradiction with the following one: “A group from my community will 
not cease fighting for the triumph of the truth and resisting their enemies 
until the last amongst them will fight the Dajjal,” 234 for this group will be 
taken away by a beneficent wind so that only the remaining men shall be 
surprised by the Hour.” 

(Fayd al-Qadir, hadith no. 8254) 


234. See hadith 229 below. 
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Hadith 214 
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Narrated Anas: “There is no year except that it is worse than the previous 
one, and like this until the meeting with your Lord.” 

(Quoted by al-TirmidhT. Authenticated hadith.) 

Hadith 215 
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Narrated Abu al-Darda’: “There is no year that does not see the good de¬ 
crease and the evil increase.” 

(Quoted by al-Tabaranl. Validated hadith.) 

Commentary 

As these hadith affirm, the historical becoming of humanity is seen, not 
as a continuous progress, but as successive decadences touching upon all 
aspects of life on earth. All these diverse aspects are summarized by the ex¬ 
pressions yanqus al-khayr (decrease in good) and yazld al-sharr (increase 
in evil). 

Moreover this vision of history is in agreement with the teachings of 
other great religions and spiritual traditions. This inevitable decline has 
been exposed in a very explicit manner by the traditional doctrine of the 
“Four Ages of Humanity” in which each of these four periods takes the 
name of a metal, from the most precious to the most base. 

Martin Lings (Abu Bakr Siraj al-Din) 

In particular, the tradition of the four ages of the temporal cycle. Golden, 
Silver, Bronze, and Iron, which dominated the perspective of classical an¬ 
tiquity, going back in the shadows of prehistory, has also been prevalent 
from equally ancient times amongst the Hindus and the American Indians. 
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Or to take one aspect of the evolutionary conjecture, namely that human 
language evolved from the inarticulate sounds of animals, let it be pointed 
out that although the origin of language is beyond investigation, linguistic 
science can none the less take us back to a very remote past, and it teaches 
us that the oldest languages are the most complex and majestic, while also 
being the richest in variety of consonantal sounds. All languages in use 
today have devolved from more elaborate languages which they have sim¬ 
plified and in general mutilated and corrupted. Devolution, not evolution, is 
also the fate of many word meanings. All students should be made to study 
the already mentioned degradation of the word “intellect.” It is a scientific 
fact that throughout the ancient world the concept of man’s faculties was 
more exalted and of wider scope than it is today. 

(Eleventh Hour, pp. 34-35) 
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Narrated Abu Hurayra: “At the end of times, there shall appear in people 
a confusion between profanity and religion; they will look like harmless 
lambs with speech sweeter than honey but with a heart of a wolf. God will 
say: They want to deceive Me? They want to defy Me? I swear by My¬ 
self! I will send a sedition upon them which will cripple the most patient 
amongst them.’” 

(Quoted by al-Tirmidhl. Validated hadith.) 

Commentary 

The confusion between profanity and religion mentioned in this hadith al¬ 
ludes to the loss of the “sense of the sacred.” Religiosity can put up with a 
more or less total forgetting of the sense of transcendence, as was the case 
with pre-Islamic Arab paganism. This loss of the sense of the sacred in a 
monotheistic climate has been interpreted as an inversion of the priority 
from belonging to the Hereafter to the here-below. 

al-Ghazzall 

He who does not perceive the mediocrity of the here-below, its instability, 
and the link of all its ephemeral pleasures with a particular suffering, does 
not have a sane mind, because observation and experience suffice to realize 
this. How then, can people without sane minds be amongst the scholars? He 
who does not know the incommensurability of the Hereafter is an infidel 
without any faith; how can one with no faith be amongst the scholars? He 
who does not know the fundamental opposition between the Hereafter and 
the here-below spends his efforts in vain; he ignores the sacred Laws given 
to all the prophets; furthermore, he is unfaithful to the Qur’an, from its first 
verse to the last. How can he be counted amongst the scholars? Finally, he 
who has understood all this and yet does not give priority to the Hereafter 
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over the here-below is a prisoner of Satan; he is doomed by his concupis¬ 
cent desires and dominated by his wretched interior. How can such a person 
have the least authority in religious matters? 

(Ihya\ I. p. 60) 
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Narrated Anas ibn Malik: “The Hour will not occur before time has con¬ 
tracted to the point that a year will pass like a month, a month like a week, 
a week like a day, a day like an hour, and an hour will pass as swiftly as a 
burning firebrand.” 

(Quoted by al-Tirmidhi. Authenticated hadith.) 

Commentary 

The contraction of time (taqarub al-zaman) mentioned by this hadith has 
been interpreted as one of the different consequences of the lack of grace 
(qillat al-baraka) linked with the end of time. 

Rene Guenon (‘Abd al-Wahid Yahya) 

As stated earlier, in a certain sense time consumes space, and it does sr 
in consequence of the power of contraction contained in it, which tend 
continuously to reduce the spatial expansion to which it is opposed: bi 
time, in its active opposition to the antagonistic principle, unfolds itseli 
with ever-growing speed, for it is far from being homogenous, as people 
who consider it solely from a quantitative point of view imagine, but on the 
contrary it is “qualified” at every moment in a different way by the cycli¬ 
cal conditions of the manifestation to which it belongs. The acceleration of 
time is becoming more apparent than ever in our day, because it becomes 
exaggerated in the final periods of a cycle, but it nevertheless actually goes 
on constantly from the beginning of the cycle to the end: it can therefore be 
said not only that time compresses space, but also that time is itself subject 
to a progressive contraction. [... ] It is sometimes said, doubtless without 
any understanding of the real reason, that today men live faster than in the 
past, and this is literally true; the haste with which the modems character¬ 
istically approach everything they do being ultimately only a consequence 
of the confused impressions they experience. [... ] 

Thus it is that “time the devourer ends by devouring itself,” in such a 
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way that, at the “end of the world, that is to say at the extreme limit of cycli¬ 
cal manifestation, “there will be no more time.” 

(Regne, pp. 157-58) 
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Narrated Abu Hurayra: “Islam began as a stranger and it shall return as a 
stranger; therefore, blessed be the estranged.” 

(Quoted by Muslim. Authenticated hadlth) 

Commentary 

Every religion necessarily possesses the tendency to lose its purity and the 
profundity of the spirituality of its beginnings, the weight of the centuries 
and worldliness playing their part. However, a spiritual renewal is always 
possible when contact with Revelation still exists and an uninterrupted 
transmission of the Baraka through initiation is still ensured, as in the case 
of tasawwuf. When these two sources are sapped—or become inaccessible 
in practice—the decline risks being irremediable. 

Frithjof Schuon (‘Isa Nur al-DIn) 

All civilizations are in decline, but in different ways; the decline of the East 
is passive and that of the West is active. 

The fault of the East in decline is that it no longer thinks; that of the 
West is that it thinks too much and thinks wrongly. 

The East is sleeping over truths; the West is living in errors. 

(, Perspectives , p. 26) 
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Narrated Abu Musa al-Ash‘arI: “Shortly before the Hour, there will be se¬ 
ditions as dark as the obscurity of the night. Man may have faith in the 
morning and lose it in the evening; and he may have faith in the evening 
and lose it next morning. During these unrests, the sitting person shall be in 
a better position than the one standing; similarly, the walking one shall be 
in a better position than the one in haste. Therefore, break your bows, pull 
out their strings and hit the edges of your swords against a rock! And if an 
aggressor enters your dwellings, behave like the better of the two sons of 
Adam.” 

(Quoted by al-Hakim. Authenticated hadith) 

Commentary 

The end of times in this hadith, as in numerous other ones, is described as 
a very troubled period wherein the outer disorder corresponds to the inner 
chaos of souls; hence the image of the man who can lose his faith in the 
interval of one day or one night. These two moments may be considered as 
denoting two different modes of the loss of faith: the first case can be inter¬ 
preted as an “active loss”—wherein action is not motivated by a righteous 
intention and is not based on true knowledge; the second may be under¬ 
stood as a “passive loss” of faith, wherein man lets himself be determined 
by the chaotic ambience in which he lives. 

The better of the two sons of Adam, mentioned at the end of this hadith, 
is none other than Abel, whose unconditional pacifism towards the open 
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willingness of his brother Cain to take his life is related in the Qur’an: 
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£wn /J thou stretch out thy hand against me to kill me, I shall not 
stretch out my hand against thee to kill thee, lo! I fear God, the Lord 
of the Worlds , 235 

So far as it was possible, the Prophet ^ tried to avoid recourse to force. 236 
However, since he had to build a state and a community of believers, he 
was sometimes compelled to resort to force in virtue of social and historical 
pragmatism. This is what one may call conditional pacifism. But as the end 
of time is not destined to found anything, the point of view of social realism 
is no longer plausible: the spiritual approach is the only thing that matters. 
This is why the Prophet recommended unconditional pacifism for this 
period, taking Abel as an example. 


235. V: 28. 

236. See hadith 123 and 124. 
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Narrated Abu Sa‘Id al-Khudrl: ‘“All ibn Abi Talib sent a piece of gold 
not yet taken out of its ore from Yemen, in a tanned leather container to 
the Messenger of God 0H, who distributed it amongst four persons: ‘Uy- 
ayna ibn Badr, Aqra‘ ibn Habis, Zayd al-Khayll, and the fourth was either 
‘Alqama or ‘Amir ibn al-Tufayl. One of the Companions protested, ‘We 
are more deserving of this (gold) than them.’ When that news reached the 
Prophet j§5, he said, ‘Do you not trust me though I am trusted by the One in 
the Heavens, and I receive news both in the morning and in the evening?’ 
Then a man who had sunken eyes, raised cheek bones, a raised forehead, a 
thick beard, a shaven head, and a waist sheet that was tucked up (musham- 
mar al-izar ) said, ‘O Messenger of God, fear God!’ The Prophet 05. said, 
‘Woe unto you! Am I not of all the people of the earth the most entitled to 
fear God?’ Then that man went away. Khalid ibn al-Walfd said: 

O Messenger of God! Shall I cut his neck? 

No, for it may be that he prays. 

Numerous are those who offer prayers and say with their tongues 
what is not in their hearts. 

I have not been ordered to delve into the hearts of people or to 
penetrate their inner beings. 

Then the Prophet jit looked at that man while he was leaving, and said: 
‘Verily, from the offspring of this man there will come out (people) who 
will recite the Qur’an continuously and elegantly but it will not go beyond 
their throats. They will leave Islam faster than an arrow goes to its target.’ I 
think the Prophet 05 concluded thus, ‘If I meet them I will make them per¬ 
ish as the Thamud were perished.’” 

(Quoted by al-Bukhari. Authenticated hadith.) 
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Narrated ‘All: “In the last days of this world there will appear some young 
foolish people who will express themselves in a seductive way and they 
will abandon Islam faster than an arrow goes to its target. Their faith will 
not go beyond their throats, so wherever you meet them, make them perish, 
for therein is a reward on the Day of Resurrection.” 

(Quoted by al-Bukhari. Authenticated hadith.) 

Commentary 

The first hadith is often interpreted as a prediction of the Kharijite {al- 
khawdrij) movement, as can be seen in the Sahih of al-al-Bukhari. 237 
Originally the Kharijites were a group who revolted against both ‘All and 
Mu'awiyya after the arbitration following the battle of SiffTn, which took 
place in 37 a.h. They were part of ‘All’s army but refused the idea of regu¬ 
lating the succession of the caliphate through negotiation. They left the 
army and were therefore called khawarij, “secessionists.” 

However, the second hadith offers additional details and widens the 
perspective of the first. Indeed, it is no longer a question of a historical 
period fixed in time but of a movement which, having started at an undeter¬ 
mined moment, should take its full amplitude at the end of times. 

Thus a number of contemporary authorities of Islam see in these hadith 
the anticipation of Wahhabi salafism, a movement founded by Muhammad 
ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab (1115-1201/1703-87). They consider this very particu¬ 
lar form of salafism as the kharijism of our time. What makes this connec¬ 
tion plausible is as much the physical description of the man mentioned in 
the first hadith —a thick beard, a shaven head, and a waist sheet that was 
tucked up—as the disrespectful attitude he showed towards the Prophet. In 
fact, wanting to push puritanism to absurd limits and seeing “association” 

237. Book XCII, ch. 5 and 6. 
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(shirk) everywhere, the Wahhabi salafis go so far as to refuse any sign of 
respect towards the Prophet & despite their being in total opposition with 
even firmly established hadith. The preaching of Wahhabi salafism was ad¬ 
opted by a tribal chief from Najd, in central Arabia. This chief belonged to 
the family of Saud. Let us recall that before the capture of the holy sites of 
Islam by the Wahhabis, Mecca and especially Medina were filled with tombs 
of the Companions and of the Followers. Today, the great majority of these 
cemeteries have been reduced to wastelands. Even the tomb of the Prophet £§ 
was but spared in extremis thanks to the protests from representatives of dif¬ 
ferent Muslim nations and also to the fortunate mishandling of canons by the 
Bedouins. The Wahhabis pulled down the cover of the Kaaba only to replace 
it with a curtain made of thick cloth on which, instead of the usual formula of 
the Shahada, they embroidered a formula of their creed. This is testified by a 
document taken from the Egyptian archives, dating from 1809: 

1 RahV al-dkhir 1224/16 May 1809. 

Informing on the actions of the commander in chief of Hijaz, after 
it was ascertained that aI-Sa‘ud had started the Friday sermon (khutba) 
with his grievous name. 

What has taken place in the holy sites for many years is shameful 
and disgraceful; what has befallen the people of these two excellent cit¬ 
ies and their precincts is marked by treachery and destruction, from the 
sect ( Ja’ifa ) of the Kharijites [...]. 

The Kharijites have pulled down the sacred cloth (kiswa) which 
has been covering the pure Kaaba from the time [of the Prophet], and 
which had been sent by the Ottoman sultans. They have replaced it 
with a curtain which is woven like a black 'abayya on which they have 
written these words: “There is no god but God and Sa‘ud is the Caliph 
of God” instead of “There is no god but God and Muhammad is the 
Messenger of God.” 238 

A well-known contemporary preacher, originally from Yemen, al-Hablb 
al-Jifri summarizes the different attacks on the honor of the Prophet £?, 
committed by the Wahhabis: 

• The parents of the Prophet are doomed in Hell. 

• One must not say sayyiduna Muhammad, but simply » 

Muhammad. 

• There is no blessing (tabarruk) whatsoever attached to the ob 
jects which belonged to him: hair, clothes, sword ... 

• The Prophet jsS is dead: “He can neither harm nor be of any use.” « 

It is astonishing, to say the least, that the Wahhabi doctrine, insisting so 
heavily on the resort to textual proofs, can be in such contradiction with the 

238. Quoted by Henry Laurens, L‘Orient arabe: Arabisme et islamisme entre 1798 
et 1945 , ed. Armand Colin, pp. 48-49. 
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hadith which are found in collections like the Sahlh of al-Bukhari. 239 

Let us specify that the attitude of the Wahhabis towards the Prophet 
is not completely new, since Jalal al-Dln al-Suyuti (d. 911/1505) issued fat- 
was in response to the four above-mentioned points. 240 Among these are: 

Masalik al-hunafd fi waliday al-Mustafa (“The Attitude of the 
Monotheists towards the Parents of the Chosen Prophet") 

Inbd’ al-adhkiyd’ bi haydt al-anbiya ’ (“Informing Intelligent Peo¬ 
ple that the Prophets Are Alive”) 

What is truly new in this modern movement is the financial and technical 
capacity of the Wahhabis to propagate such ideas. 

As regards the second hadith , it mentions that at the end of times “there 
will appear some young foolish people who will use seductive speech.” It has 
been noticed that the preaching of F.I.S. in the beginning of the 1990’s and 
that of the Talibans—a term meaning “students”—in Afghanistan, has espe¬ 
cially influenced unemployed young adults. It is also known that the salafism 
preached by these two movements is inspired entirely by Wahhabism. 

It has to be noted that in these hadith certain expressions come out 
more strongly, which implies that they characterize in a fundamental way 
the people described therein: 

They will abandon Islam faster than an arrow going to its target. 
The Qur’an and faith will not go beyond their throats. 

The first expression explicitly affirms that they are at odds with Islam be¬ 
cause they lack respect for the Prophet jg and, by extension, for the saints 
amongst the men of faith. The Qur’an states explicitly that all the actions 
of those who behave in a similar way towards the Prophet £2 are reduced 
to nothing: O ye who believe! Lift not up your voices above the voice of the 
Prophet, nor shout when speaking to him as ye shout one to another, lest 
your works be rendered vain while ye perceive not. 2A] 

In the same way, in speaking about the saints, a hadith qudsl affirms 
that God declares war against whomever shows hostility to a saint. 242 And 
yet, on the pretext of fighting shirk, Wahhabi salafism has developed a 
veritable “allergy” to anything that is part of sanctity in Islam. 

The Najdite 243 origins of salafism lead many authorities of Islam, like 
the celebrated SaTd Ramadan al-Buti, to assert that the following hadith 

239. See the hadith in the chapter on the Prophet & in this volume. 

240. Included in his al-Hdwi li-l-fatdwi. 

241. XL1X: 2. 

242. Cf. hadith 197. 

243. Najd is a region of present Saudi Arabia, with Ryadh as its capital. Sa'Td 
Ramadan al-Buti has written a work denouncing the deviation of Wahhabi 
salafism. The Non-conformity to the Four Legal Schools: The Most Dangerous 
Heresy Threatening the Divine Law, Damascus: Maktabat al-Farabi, 1999. 
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applies to this very political-religious movement: 

Narrated al-Zubayr ibn ‘Abdl: “O God! Bless our Sham and our Ye¬ 
men.” People said, “Our Najd as well.” The Prophet p?, again said, “O God! 
Bless our Sham and Yemen.” They said again, “Our Najd as well.” On that 
the Prophet said, “It is from there that earthquakes and afflictions will 
appear, and from there will come out the horn of Satan.” (al-Bukhari) 

Let us conclude with the analysis by Seyyed Hossein Nasr, for whom 
Wahhabi salafism of today is the result of a meeting between a very literal- 
ist approach to religion and a certain modem mentality which is much op¬ 
posed to the spirit of traditional Islam: 

Only during the past few decades has a new phenomenon appeared which 
necessitates distinguishing rigorously between traditional Islam and, not 
only modernism, but also the spectrum of feeling, action, and occasion¬ 
ally thought that has been identified by Western scholarship and jour¬ 
nalism as “fundamentalist” or revivalist Islam. There were, needless to 
say, revivalist movements going back to the 12th/18th century. But this 
earlier “fundamentalism” associated with, let us say, Wahhabism or the 
Deoband school of India, was more a truncated form of traditional Islam, 
in opposition to many aspects of the Islamic tradition and highly exoteric 
but still orthodox, rather than a deviation from the traditional norm. 244 

Ahmad ibn Zayni Dahlan 245 

Numerous sayings of the Prophet p*. have foretold the appearance of the 
Wahhabis as a misfortune for Islam. Thus, the Prophet pS, has said: “From 
the east there shall appear people who read the Qur’an but this reading will 
not go beyond their throat. They will move away from Islam faster than 
an arrow reaches its target: their distinctive sign is that they shave their 
heads.” This hadlth has many versions, some of which are included in the 
Sahlh of al-Bukhari, but also in the other collections. It is not necessary to 
quote all these hadlth : they are all authentic and well-known. In saying, 
“their distinctive sign is that they shave their heads,” the Prophet £-5. clearly 
denotes the Wahhabis. Since their appearance, most of them have indeed 
had the habit of shaving the head, which was not the case with the kharijites 
or any other known heresy. This is why ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Ahdal, mufti of 
Zabld, used to say: “There is no need to offer a refutation of the Wahhabi 
thesis: the saying of the Prophet their distinctive sign is that they shave 
their head is the best refutation since they are the only ones amongst the 
people of blameworthy ( mubtadi'a ) innovations to have done it.” 

(Fitnat al-wahhabiyya, p. 14) 

244. Traditional Islam in the Modem West (London: Kegan Paul International, 
1987), p. 12. 

245. Ahmad ibn ZaynT Dahlan (d. 1886) was the MuflT of Mecca for a long time. 
He was appointed dean of the scholars in 1871. 
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Narrated ‘Abd Allah ibn ‘Amr: “Verily, God does not lake away knowledge 
by taking it away from [the hearts of] people, but He takes it away through 
the death of scholars until, when none of diem remains, people will take as 
their leaders ignorant persons who, when consulted, will give their verdict 
without knowledge. So they will go astray and will lead the people astray.” 

(Quoted by al-Bukharl. Authenticated hadlth ) 

Commentary 

In previous hadlth, we have seen that when speaking about knowledge, 
one must consider its outward meaning of sharVa and, above all, its inner 
meaning of haqlqa. Also, the disappearance of the scholars mentioned in 
this hadlth is related more than anything else to the disappearing of authen¬ 
tic spiritual masters who are the true inheritors of the Prophet. 

Let us add however that it is not sufficient to be a “partisan” of a spiri¬ 
tual master in order to be a true traveller on the Path to God. In an age when 
masters sometimes accept thousands of disciples for compassion—with 
consideration for the “spiritual hunger” raging everywhere—the emphasis 
of certain sages on the humility and discretion the aspirant must observe 
vis-a-vis veritable knowledge is more pertinent than ever. Regarding this 
point, let us mention a strange but not a rare phenomenon of our times: cer¬ 
tain disciples from different spiritual paths pose as authorities and criticize 
the teachings of great masters who do not fit into the simplicity of their 
views. According to these critiques, all the spiritual teachings which do not 
correspond to common theology on matters pertaining to the sharVa and 
especially the ‘aqlda are heretical. They criticize spiritual masters with all 
the more self-confidence since they do have a spiritual master. In fact, a 
spiritual master cannot be aware of all deeds of each disciple. With this atti¬ 
tude, they demonstrate their confusing exoterism ( 'ilm al-iahir)- —which is 
necessary for the Path—with the exoterist mentality ( al-hashwiyya ) which 
is amongst the thickest veils. Thus, one meets pseudo-defenders of Sufism 
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who say that there is no inner knowledge in Islam and that the famous 
haditlt of Abu Hurayra 246 pertains solely to the Quraysh families suppos¬ 
edly seeking disorder in the community after the death of the Prophet. This 
attitude, the spread of which is on the rise, is symptomatic of a certain 
insidious influence of the Wahhabi salafism on certain insufficiently com¬ 
mitted aspirants in the path of inner transformation and the purification of 
the soul. This is why, just like the deniers of the spiritual Path, they are not 
prepared to receive from their master the esoteric teachings related to the 
inner knowledge because it will be extremely harmful to them. 

Amir *Abd al-Qadir 

May God protect us from treachery, for only the hypocrite shows himself 
unworthy. .. 

When the people of our order—may God be content with them—write 
on spiritual realities and they divulge certain secrets of tawhid , removing 
some of the veils covering the Divine domain, they only do it for the sake 
of their companions and those who follow the Path, for they know their ca¬ 
pacities and their firm attachment to the Book and the Surma. They do not 
write for the common believers and even less so for vulgar or ill-intentioned 
people. They do not utter these things in public gatherings as is the case to¬ 
day with certain ignorant shaykhs who do not convey a spiritual truth save 
for boasting, before a crowd more ignorant than themselves, which in its 
turn hastens to divulge it everywhere, without having the least knowledge 
thereof. These are the misguided who misguide others too! 

The authors of works dealing with spiritual realities wrote them fc 
the folk of their Path, and not for the weak-minded ones, who can only b 
harmed by such works, and can deviate from religion as quickly as an arrow 
going towards its target, soiling them more than blood or excrements do. 

(Mawaqif no. 158) 


246. Cf. Hadith 66 and the respective commentaries. 
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Narrated Ibn ‘Umar: “He who is not merciful towards our young ones and 
who does not recognize the nobility of our elderly is not amongst us.” 
(Quoted by al-Hakim. Authenticated hadith.) 
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Narrated ‘Ubada ibn al-Samit: “Whoever does not honor our elderly, and is 
not merciful towards our young ones, and ignores the rights of our scholars, 
is not one of us.” 

(Quoted by Ahmad ibn Hanbal. Validated hadith) 

Commentary 

These two hadith emphasize the importance of harmonious relations be¬ 
tween generations. These relations must be marked by respect and compas¬ 
sion. It is therefore strange to see the way in which certain individuals— 
seeking to “update” Islam—sport the most artificial and most ignorant 
youth-adoring attitudes. Obsessed by “progress,” they happily reject their 
parental heritage without even trying to discern what essential and precious 
elements it may contain. According to a hadith, this generation gap will 
reach its climax at the end of time: ‘There will come a time when people 
will no longer follow the scholars and will not respect the sages or the el¬ 
derly. Children will no longer be an object of [adults’] mercy, and people 
will compete for the goods of this world.” 247 


247. Hadith quoted by al-Daylaml. 
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Narrated Ibn ‘Abbas: “Blessing is found amongst your elderly.” 

(Quoted by Ibn Hibban. Authenticated hadith) 

Commentary 

In its immediate sense, this hadith emphasizes the blessing represented by 
the elderly as a source of experience and wisdom. Youth is often character¬ 
ized by lack of lucidity and haste. And yet, according to a hadith : “Slow¬ 
ness is from God, and haste from Satan.” 248 

But this hadith can also be interpreted in a spiritual sense, “the elderly” 
symbolizing the sages and the spiritual masters whatever their age may be. 
This is the meaning accorded to it by certain muhaddithun like al-Munawi 
(d. 1031/1621). 

al-Munawi 


‘The elderly” denotes experienced people and those who work for God's 
sake. Therefore visit them in order to make the most of their advice and bene¬ 
fit from their guidance. But this expression can also denote the folk of knowl¬ 
edge, even though they might be young. It is therefore appropriate to honor 
( ijlal) them for what the Real—exalted be He—has granted them... 

God the Most High has said: Then the oldest of them said ... 249 In the 
same way, the Prophet j§£ was once holding a siwak (aromatic tooth-stick 
and intended to give it to one of his Companions who were present with him. 
Then Jibril told him: “Offer it to the eldest amongst them.” And he did so. 

Shaykh al-‘AlawI 

The expression “the elderly” ( al-kibar ) includes the elect of the community 
even though they might be young in years because the value of a man de¬ 
pends on his inner reality and not on his physical characteristics. 

( Qawl , p. 17) 
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249. XII: 80, referring to the oldest brother of Yusuf who was the wisest amongst 
them. 
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Narrated Hisham ibn ‘Amir: “There would be no creation (creating more 
trouble and deserving more attention) than the (coming of the) Dajjal right 
from the creation of Adam to the Last Hour.” 

(Quoted by Muslim. Authenticated hadlth) 

Commentary 

The Antichrist was announced not only by the Messenger of God but also 
by the prophets who came before him. According to Amir ‘Abd al-Qadir, 
all the prophets have anticipated his coming as being near. He takes the op¬ 
portunity to explain why in the case of the Prophet jS this announcement 
takes on a different character. 


Amir ‘Abd al-Qadir 

al-Bukhari relates in his Sahlh the following hadlth narrated by Ibn ‘Umar: 
“The Messenger of God stood amongst the people, glorified and praised 
God as He deserved, and then mentioned the Dajjal saying, ‘I warn you 
against him and there was no prophet who did not warn his nation against 
him. No doubt, Noah warned his nation against him ... ’” 250 

Certain individuals, distressed by the difficulty of understanding this, 
have said: How could every prophet have warned his people against the 
Dajjal 251 when he should only appear close to the Day of Resurrection? It is 
unthinkable that the totality of the prophets could have missed this! 


250. The remainder of the hadlth is: “ ... but I tell you about him something of 
which no prophet told his nation before me. You should know that he is one- 
eyed, and God is not one-eyed.” Here is the Arabic text of the hadlth: 
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251. Literally, “Impostor.” 
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Our response is this: Each prophet is a universal man (insan kamil) 
who has necessarily realized the degree of Unicity ( martabat al-wahidiyya) 
which is that of the Divine function ( martabat al-itluhiyya) totalizing all the 
Divine Names. 252 However, the theophany of a particular Divine Name is 
necessarily predominant in each of them. The Real—exalted be He—man¬ 
ifests Itself to them through revelation and informs them that He has not 
created anything more precious than them and that everything was created 
for them. He informs each prophet that He has created all things in view of 
him; that the Mahdi shall appear in his community; that he (the Mahdi) will 
exercise his authority in the name of the Law instituted by this prophet and 
that he will erase the deviations brought about by men. In the same way. He 
informs (each prophet) that his community will be a contemporary of the 
Dajjal. Following this, each prophet informs their people about it. After the 
disappearance of that prophet and of that community, there comes another 
prophet and the situation is repeated. 

All this derives from the “totalizing degree” (al-martaba al-jami'a ) 
mentioned above, and from the manifestation of God through the Name 
Allah. The seditions about which God has informed each prophet have been 
realized in a symbolic ( ma’aniyan ) and not in a concrete manner ( suwaran 
qa ’imatatt) as is the case with our times regarding the impostors and devia¬ 
tors. These seditions will appear entirely and concretely as the Messenger 
of God has informed us regarding them in such a way that his mission man¬ 
ifests the totalizing Name Allah, which dominates all the Divine Names 
Therefore the seditions in question should necessarily manifest themselvt 
in a concrete manner after having been realized symbolically ... 

(Mawaqif, no. 317) 


252. This is the degree of the Name Allclh. 
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Narrated Majma* ibn Jabir: “The son of Mary shall kill the Dajjal at the 
gate of Ludd.” 

(Quoted by al-Tirmidhi. Authenticated hadith) 


Hadith 228 



O' " / ^ ✓ /» 


".JlijJt Jhs dl-4^'3 'fiy 



.^U-l ,ljj) 


Narrated Anas ibn Malik: ‘Two men belonging to my community will join 
Jesus, son of Mary, and they shall witness the putting to death of the Dajjal.” 

(Quoted by al-Hakim. Authenticated hadith) 

Commentary 

Numerous hadith mention that Jesus will put the Antichrist to death. The 
precise place of this event is cited in several sources; it is the city of Ludd. 

Ludd is the Arabic name of Lydda which is now a town in Israel, south¬ 
east of Jaffa. This town is mentioned in the Old Testament under the name 
of Lod. It is said that its fame comes from the fact that it sheltered the 
tomb of Saint George, on which a church was erected. Indeed, according 
to F. Robinson: “ . . . the real sanctity of Ludd and its great fame in the 
Christian world are due to the fact that it is allegedly the birthplace of Saint 
George, who is probably the most venerated hero of Eastern Christianity 
and who, despite his obscure origin, has become not only the real patron 
of Syrian Christianity and an object of respect on the part of the Muslims, 
but also the patron of most Christian peoples of the West. Saint George of 
Lydda is the Saint George of England.” 253 Let us note in passing that Khidr 
is sometimes identified with Saint George. 

According to MuqaddasI, it is at the gate of the church sheltering the 
tomb of Saint George that Jesus shall kill the Dajjal. However, according 
to a hadith quoted by Ahmad ibn Hanbal, it is at the eastern gate (bab ludd 
al-sharqi) of the town that Jesus shall put him to death. 

253. E.I. (2), vol. V, p. 804. 
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Narrated Jubayr ibn NafTr: “The Antichrist will have to face a group that 
resembles you, and is even better than you. Assuredly, God will not debase 
a community which starts with [the time of) my presence and whose end 
shall be marked by that of Jesus, son of Mary.” 

(Quoted by al-Hakim. Authenticated hadith.) 

Commentary 

It is obviously difficult to identify the group (qawm) mentioned by this 
hadith. However, it can be said that the hadith speaks about the allies of the 
Mahdl since this group is the one which should oppose the Antichrist. Thus 
another hadith affirms: 
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Narrated ‘Imran ibn Husayn: “A group from my community will not cease 
fighting for the triumph of the truth and resisting those who are hostile to it 
until the last ones amongst them fight the Antichrist.” 

(Quoted by Abu Dawud. Authenticated hadith.) 


Another hadith specifies the geographical 
resist and make the truth triumph: 
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Narrated Nafi‘ ibn ‘Utayba: “We were with the Messenger of God £jf, in an 
expedition when there came a people to the Messenger of God p$, from the 
direction of the west. They were dressed in woolen clothes and they stood 
near a hillock and they approached him as he was sitting. I said to myself: 
‘Better go to them and stand between him and them that they may not attack 
him.’ Then I thought that perhaps secret negotiations had been going on 
amongst them. The Prophet ^ went to them and stood between them, and I 
remember four things that he said on that occasion which I can repeat: 4 You 
will combat the Arabian peninsula and God will give you victory, then you 
will attack Persia and God will give you victory. Then Rome (the West) and 
God will enable you to conquer it, then you will combat the Antichrist, and 
God will give you victory.’” 

(Quoted by Muslim. Authenticated hadith) 
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Narrated ‘A’isha: “Whoever innovates in our religion by introducing to it 
something which is not part of it will be rejected.” 

(Quoted by Ibn Majah. Authenticated hadith) 

Commentary 

The terms innovation ( bid'a ) and tradition (surma) correspond to realities 
which are more subtle than it may seem. Few subjects have given rise to 
such fierce debates as the one between the partisans of a static reading and 
those of a dynamic reading of these terms. Their definitions vary depending 
on the perspective of the theologians discussing them. The following tex* 
attempts to make a synthesis of the different interpretations that have beer 
suggested. 

Shaykh ‘All Jum‘a 

There are two ways of interpreting the legal meaning of the term innova¬ 
tion (bid'a) amongst the scholars. The first is that which is held by al-‘Izz 
ibn ‘Abd al-Salam who considers that everything the Prophet did not 
do is an innovation. He distinguishes five types of innovation: innovation 
is everything which was not practiced during the time of the Prophet 
It is of several kinds: the necessary (wajiba), the prohibited (muharrama), 
the recommended (manduba), the discouraged (makrfiha), and the neu¬ 
tral (mubaha). In order to know to which category an innovation belongs, 
the innovation must be measured against the principles of the sacred Law 
(qawa ‘id al-shari'a): if it falls under the category of necessity (ijab), it will 
be necessary; 254 if it falls under the category of the prohibited, it will be 
prohibited... 

The second way of interpreting the legal meaning of the term “innova- 

254. Thus the innovation of grammar—to the degree that this learning did not exist 
at the time of the Prophet—is necessary because from the point of view of the sacred 
Law, the mastery the language of the Qur’an is a necessity. (Note of the text) 
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tion” is more restrictive and has the sense of blameworthy innovation. This 
is the case of Ibn Rajab HanbalT who explained the meaning of innovation 
in the following terms: “Innovation denotes all that which is not based on 
any principle ( asl) of the sacred Law. As for that which is rooted in the 
sacred Law, it does not constitute an innovation at all, even if it were a 
novelty...” 

In reality, the two approaches converge ... the blameworthy innova¬ 
tion, whose practice is a sin, is that which has no basis in the sacred Law, 
and this is what the following saying of the Prophet indicates: “All in¬ 
novation is a distraction.” 

(Bayan, pp. 204-206) 


Tradition and Innovation 
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Narrated Jarir ibn ‘Abd Allah: “He who institutes a praiseworthy tradition 
(sunna hasana) in Islam will receive a reward for it and for all those who 
practice it after him.” 

(Quoted by Ahmad ibn Hanbal. Authenticated hadlth.) 

Commentary 

The most important expression of this hadlth is obviously that of the 
“praiseworthy tradition” ( sunna hasana) which does not denote the Sunna 
of the Prophet but the institution of a practice by those who succeeded 
him. This action is denoted by the verb sauna. 

Shaykh al-'AIawI 

If we were to say that what the Sufis are following is an innovation, then it 
is eligible to be called a good innovation. This is also called a Sunna in thr 
hadlth of the Prophet “Whoever institutes a good practice will receivi 
its reward and the reward of the one who practices it until the day of Judge 
ment.” So consider carefully how an innovation is called a Sunna. 

(Qawl , pp. 31-32) 
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Narrated ‘Abd al-Rahman ibn ‘Abd al-Qari: “I went out in the company of 
‘Umar ibn al-Khattab one night in Ramadan to the mosque and found the 
people praying in different groups; a man praying alone, and a man praying 
with a little group behind him. So, ‘Umar said, in my opinion, I would col¬ 
lect these (people) under the leadership of one qarV (reciter of the Qur’an 
in prayer).’ So, he made up his mind to congregate them behind Ubayy ibn 
Ka‘b. Then on another night I went again in his company and the people 
were praying behind their reciter. On that, ‘Umar remarked, ‘What an ex¬ 
cellent bid'a this is; but the prayer during which they sleep is even better 
than that during which they are awake.’ He meant that the prayers before 
sunrise are better than those at the beginning of the night, which were the 
ones these people were performing.” 

(Quoted by al-Bukhari. Authenticated hadlth) 

Commentary 

The spiritual masters have sometimes been reproached for introducing rites, 
ideas and even simply technical terms ( istilahat ) which were unknown at 
the time of the Prophet. As Shaykh al-‘AlawI reminds us, this hadlth is one 
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of the textual bases for their “excellent innovation.” 

Shaykh aI-‘Alawi 

Such an example does not need any explanation, not withstanding that it 
falls under [supplementary] worship. However, Sufism falls under the cat¬ 
egory of worship from the perspective of being an integral aspect, not from 
the perspective of being additional or not additional, since most of it relates 
to the purification of the interior, the improvement of morals, the occupa¬ 
tion with dhikr, closeness with the One remembered, and the rest that is 
stipulated. [... ] 

Imam al-Shafi‘I—may God be pleased with him!—said, ‘Innovation 
is that which contradicts the Qur’an, the Surma, or the Consensus of the 
Companions, or one of their sayings ( athar ); whatever does not contradict 
these is praiseworthy.” 

(Qawl , pp. 32-33) 
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Hadlth 233 
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Narrated ‘Ubayd Allah ibn Abl Rafi‘: “None of you should say, when ly¬ 
ing down on a couch and being asked about a fact regarding what I have 
instituted or prohibited: ‘I do not know ... we only apply what we find in 
the Book of God!”’ 

(Quoted by: Abu Dawud. Validated hadlth.) 

Commentary 

This hadlth addresses clearly the rejection of the prophetic teachings while 
retaining only the Qur’an and warns against such an attitude. In fact, such 
a rejection would not be faithful even to the Qur’an itself since the latter 
reminds us in several places that the prophetic mission is not limited simply 
to the transmission of the Book: 
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God verily hath shown grace to the believers by sending unto them a 
messenger of their own who reciteth unto them His revelations, and 
causeth them to grow, and teacheth them the Book and Wisdom; al¬ 
though before (he came to them) they were in flagrant error, 255 


For the majority of the commentators, the expression the “Book and Wis¬ 
dom” refers to the Qur’an and the prophetic teaching: in this perspective, 
one cannot be grasped without the other. This clarifies the condemnation by 
the majority of the scholars in Islam of those who claim to be upholders of 
the Qur’an to the exclusion of the Hadlth (ahl al-Qur’an or qur’aniyyun). 


255. LXII: 2 
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al-Abadl 

“I do nol know ... we only apply what we find in the Book of God!” This 
passage of the hadith means: “We know only the Qur’an and follow noth¬ 
ing but it.” This prediction of the Prophet was actualized by means of 
the teaching of a man originating from Punjab in India, who coined the term 
“Quranist.” He was assuredly a denier and an apostate. He taught some 
abnormalities that no one in Islam had advanced before. He denigrated 
the Prophet at length and rejected all the authenticated hadith without 
exception and dared to say: “These are nothing but lies and fabrications 
against God. One has to conform only to the Qur’an and leave aside the 
hadith of the Prophet, even if they are authenticated and from numerous 
sources ( mutawdtira ). Whoever is not content with the Qur’an is part of the 
people mentioned in the verse Whoso judgeth not by that which Allah hath 
revealed: such are disbelievers.” 256 Many ignorant ones followed this man 
and took him for their imam. The scholars of our time have confirmed his 
disbelief, his straying, and his rejection of the community of Islam. 

(‘Awn al-Ma‘bud, hadith no. 4581) 


256. V: 44 
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Narrated Abu Hurayra: “Verily, God—exalted be He—sends to this com¬ 
munity at the beginning of each century a man in charge of reviving the 
religion.” 

(Quoted by al-Hakim. Authenticated hadith ) 

Commentary 

The reviver ( mujaddid ), mentioned in this hadith , is in charge of eradicat¬ 
ing through his intellectual and spiritual radiation blameworthy innovation 
0 bid'a dalala) which destroys religion from the inside. But he will also 
know how to recognize the validity and usefulness of praiseworthy inno¬ 
vation ( bid'a hasana ) made necessary by the change of all (social) orders 
touching Dar al-Islam. ‘Abd al-Ra’uf al-MunawI defined the function of 
the mujaddid in these terms: “He announces clearly that which belongs to 
the Tradition (surma) and that which constitutes a blameworthy innovation 
(bid'a)-, he revives knowledge ( ’ilm) and recalls the supremacy of gnosis 
(ma'rifa).” 251 

Quite often, the man in charge of reviving the religion is aware of his 
mission and of the graces he has received in order to lead religion to the 
good. This, however, does not prevent hesitation, which in the case of a 
saint, are expressions of the extreme humility attained. 

Among those who were considered mujaddidiin we mention: al-Ghazzall 
(d. 505/1111), al-SuyutT (d. 1505), Ahmad al-Sirhindl (d. 1624), and the 
Shaykh ‘Alaw! (d. 1934). 

al-Ghazzali 


I finally realized that, in many venues, faith had become weak for different 
reasons. And yet, I knew myself to be capable of disclosing their short¬ 
comings; this was easier for me than drinking a cup of water. Indeed, I 
knew very well the doctrines of all those people: false Sufis, philosophers, 
ta'limites etc. [... ] 

Then I sought the advice of the folk of contemplation and, having mas¬ 
tered the “realities of the heart” (arbab al-qulub), they all agreed that I 
end my retreat, and come out of the zawiya. Furthermore, virtuous men 
(salihun) came to me in different dreams indicating that good and guidance 


257. Fayd al-Qadir, hadith no. 1845. 
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followed my return. Such was the will of God Most High at the beginning 
of the [sixth] century. I was encouraged by these beautiful premonitions, 
for God has promised to revive His Religion at the beginning of each cen¬ 
tury. 

C Munqidh , pp. 48-49) 
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Biographical Notes 

(Biographies are in chronological order) 

Hasan al-Basri: 

Abu Sa‘!d al-Khudri al-Hasan ibn Abi al-Hasan Yasar al-Basri was bom in 
21 /645. This celebrated preacher of the generation of the Followers (tabi 'In) 
has remained one of the most respected Predecessors for later generations. 
He is often cited in mystical treatises as a major example of asceticism and 
piety. He died in 110/728. 

al-Junayd: 

Abu al-Qasim al-Junayd al-Baghdadi. Often called master ( sayyid) and guide 
(imam) of the mystics. Numerous brief and incisive sayings on the spiritual life 
and the path of tasawwuf have been related from him. He died in 297/911. 

al-Sarraj: 

Abu Nasr al-Sarraj al-TusI is the author of the oldest extant mystical treatise 
in the Muslim world, Kitab al-Luma In this work, he laid out the founda¬ 
tions of Sufism based on five hadith. He also explained the spiritual mean¬ 
ing given to many other hadith by the early Sufis. He died in 378/988. 

al-Qushayrl: 

‘Abd al-Karfm al-Qushayri was bom in 376/986. His Risala remains one 
of the most studied manuals of Sufism. This work is marked by strong reli¬ 
ance on the science of Hadith. He also wrote a great mystical commentary 
of the Qur’an, Lata’if al-isharat. He died in Nishapur in 465/1072. 
al-Ansari: 

‘Abd Allah al-Ansari was bom in 396/1006 in Herat. This great mystic 
was also a Hanbali jurist and a remarkable muhaddith. His most important 
mystical work is Manazil al-sa’irln where he expounded on the hundred 
spiritual states that the traveller goes through in the spiritual Path. He died 
in 481/1089. 

al-Ghazzali: 

Abu Hamid al-Ghazzali was bom in Tus in 450/1058. Called hujjat al- 
islam (“Proof of Islam”) already in his lifetime, he left a mark on the Mus¬ 
lim religious sciences and spirituality. His major work is Iliya’ ‘uliim al-dln 
in which he deals with the entirety of the religious sciences in forty books. 
He died in his birthplace in 505/1 111. 

Ibn al-‘ArabI: 

Muhyl al-Dln Muhammad Ibn al-‘ArabI was bom in Murcia of Andalusia 
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in 560/1165. Among his immense oeuvre, the two principal works are the 
great spiritual summa Futuhat al-makkiyya and Fusus al-hikam, in which 
he summarizes all his metaphysical doctrine. Regarded as the Shaykh al- 
akbar —the spiritual master par excellence —he has had a great impact on 
the evolution of mystical doctrines. He died in Damascus in 638/1240. 

Ibn ‘Ata’ Allah: 

Ibn ‘Ata’ Allah al-Askandari was bom near the middle of the 7th/13th cen¬ 
tury in Alexandria, where he received a solid training in the various religious 
sciences. At first he was hostile to Sufism due to the great confidence he had 
in bookish knowledge. It was after meeting with Abu al-‘Abbas al-MursT (d. 
686/1287)—who would become his master—that he realized the importance 
of Sufism. His most celebrated work is the collection of “wise sayings” called 
al-Hikam al-'ata’iyya. This collection was quickly adopted as a teaching 
manual in the greatest centers of learning of the Muslim world (Qarawiyyin, 
al-Azhar, etc.). He died in Cairo, where he is buried, in 709/1309. 

al-Suyutl: 

Jalal al-Dln al-Suyuti was bom in Cairo in 894/1445. From the age of eighteen 
he taught fiqh and issued fatwas. Gifted with remarkable scientific aptitudes 
in many fields, al-Suyutl authored works on nearly all religious sciences: 
commentary of the Qur’an, Hadith, usul al-fiqh,fiqh , as well as history, lexi¬ 
cography, pharmacopeia, dietetics, etc. Many of his works are still irreplace¬ 
able references as al-ltqan ft ‘ulum al-qur'an. He died in 911/1505. 

al-Sha‘rani: 

‘Abd al-Wahhab aI-Sha‘ranI was bom in Egypt in 903/1497. When he was 
twelve, his family moved to Cairo, where he grew up in a Sufi environ¬ 
ment. His great attachment to the Book and the Sunna showed through in 
his way of exposing the mystical doctrines of Islam, both in his numerous 
written works and in his oral teachings which he transmitted to his dis¬ 
ciples. He died in 973/1565. 

al-Munawi: 

‘Abd al-Ra’uf al-Haddadl al-Munawi was bom in Cairo in 952/1545. His 
first spiritual master was al-Sha‘ranI, and later on he was initiated into 
the Shadhiliyya and the Naqshbandiyya orders. He has left a considerable 
oeuvre; over one hundred books are attributed to him, many of which are 
lengthy works. Particularly well-versed in the science of Hadith , he wrote 
a commentary on al-Suyutfs al-Jami‘ al-saghir entitled Fayd al-Qadirfi 
sharhi'l-Jdmi' al-saghir. This commentary devotes a large space to the 
mystical interpretation of the hadith. 

His teaching and his personal reasoning drew a large number of dis¬ 
ciples, but a lot of jealousy as well. He was poisoned and died in Cairo in 
1031/1621. 
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‘Abd al-‘Az!z al-Dabbagh: 

This umml shaykh who never received any formal theological training was 
one of the greatest interpreters of the Sufi doctrines. His oral teachings 
were gathered by a disciple who was well-versed in Islamic sciences, es¬ 
pecially in Hadlth, Ibn al-Mubarak al-Lamtl (d. 1156/1743). Al-Dabbagh 
died in Fez in 1142/1720 and is buried there. 

Shaykh al-DarqawI: 

Al-‘ArabI al-DarqawI al-Hasanl lived in Morocco, where he died in 
1239/1823, at the age of eighty-four. A reviver of the Shadhiliyya order, he 
founded the branch which is named after him. He did not write any work, 
leaving this responsibility to eminent disciples like Ibn ‘Ajiba. His letters 
were gathered on the initiative of his disciples and are read, meditated and 
commented upon by spiritual masters to this day. 

Ibn ‘Ajiba: 

Ahmad ibn Ajiba al-Hasani al-Hajjuji was born in 1160/1747 in a village 
of the Tetouan region of Morocco. This disciple of Shaykh al-Darqawi was 
a great sage and an accomplished spiritual master. Among his numerous 
works, his commentary of the Qur’an, al-Bahr al-madid should be men¬ 
tioned in which he makes use of all his erudition—lexicography, reasons 
of revelation (asbab al-nuzul), fiqh, etc.—but also his spiritual sensitivity 
which shows through in the mystical interpretations he gives to the verses. 
He died in 1224/1809. 

Amir ‘Abd al-Qadir: 

He was bom in Mascara (Algeria) in 1807 to a family of scholars. He led 
the resistance against the French army in Algeria from 1832 to 1847. In 
1856, he settled in Damascus, where his master Ibn al-‘ArabI had chosen to 
spend the end of his life. It is there that the radiance of the spiritual master 
gained its full splendor. The spiritual teachings he transmitted to his disci¬ 
ples were gathered under the title Kitab al-Mawaqif. He died in Damascus 
in 1883, surrounded by his family and disciples. 

Shaykh al-‘AlawI: 

Bom in Mostaghanem (Algeria) in 1864, Ahmad ibn ‘Aliwa was initiat¬ 
ed by Shaykh BuzidI, who was member of the Darqawiyya branch of the 
Shadhiliyya order. His spiritual radiance was enormous; he had over one 
hundred thousand disciples all over the world. His intellectual radiance was 
no less considerable: besides the technical works he published, he founded 
a journal, al-Balagh al-jaza'ifi in which he dealt with both spiritual and 
social issues, always from a strictly traditional perspective. He died in Mo¬ 
staghanem in 1934. 
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Shaykh ‘Abd al-Wahid Yahya (Ren6 Guenon): 

Born on November 15, 1886, this mathematician by training turned very 
early to the study of traditional doctrines of the Bast, and then to Islam, 
which he embraced in 1912. In 1930 he settled in Egypt, where he lived un¬ 
der the name of ‘Abd al-Wahid Yahya and wrote his most important books. 
In his works he tried to show the universal principles that are still preserved 
by the spiritual traditions of the East, and the decline of the modem West 
due to the loss of these very principles. On this subject, we mention The 
Crisis of the Modern World The Reign of Quantity, and the Signs of the 
Times. He died in Cairo in 1951, and is buried there. 

Shaykh ‘Isa Nur al-DIn Ahmad (Frithjof Schuon): 

Bom in Basel on June 18,1907, Frithjof Schuon was the great spokeman of 
traditional metaphysics following Guenon, and at the same time a spiritual 
master of great stature. His written oeuvre is considered a “masterpiece of 
equilibrium and nuances.” Among the twenty-odd works which he pub¬ 
lished in his lifetime, mention must be made of Spiritual Perspectives and 
Human Facts, as well as Understanding Islam. Relentlessly emphasizing 
the importance of invocation of the Name of God ( dhikr Allah), Shaykh 
‘Isa Nur al-DIn Ahmad passed away at dawn, while invoking, on May 5, 
1998, in Bloomington (Indiana). 

Ibrahim ‘Izz al-DIn (Titus Burckhardt): 

This German Swiss was bom in Florence in 1908. Having been drawi 
very early on by the wisdom of the East, he went to Fez at the beginning 
of the 1930’s to find a spiritual master. He stayed there several years. He 
dedicated all his life to the study and exposition of the different aspects of 
Tradition. In this undertaking, he headed the multidisciplinary team man¬ 
dated by UNESCO for the safeguarding of the city of Fez, from 1975 to 
1978. Among his most important works, we mention Introduction to Sufi 
Doctrine, Principles and Methods of Sacred Art, Alchemy: Science of the 
Cosmos, Science of the Soul, and Fez: City of Islam. He died in Lausanne 
in 1984. 

Shaykh Abu Bakr Siraj al-DIn (Martin Lings): 

He was bom in England on January 24, 1909 to a Protestant family. After 
having discovered the works of Ren6 Gu6non, he met with Frithjof Schuon 
in 1938 and embraced Islam, taking the name Abu Bakr Siraj al-DIn. After 
working as Keeper of Arabic manuscripts at the British Library, he dedi¬ 
cated himself entirely to the functions of spiritual master and to his written 
works, amongst which we mention: A Sufi Saint of the Twentieth Century, 
Muhammad: His life based on the Earliest Sources, and What is Sufism? 
He died in England on May 12, 2005. 
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Shaykh ‘All Jum‘a: 

Bom on March 3,1951, ‘Alt Jum‘a has been the Grand-mufti of Egypt since 
2003. This expert in the principles of Islamic jurisprudence (usul al-fiqh) is 
also a spiritual man and a fine connoisseur of Muslim mysticism. Besides 
his numerous works on the principles of jurisprudence, he has recently pub¬ 
lished a collection of one hundred fatwas, many of which concern subjects 
related to mysticism: al-Bayan lima yashgal al-adhhan. 

Yusuf Khattar: 

Yusuf Muhammad Khattar was bom in Ramthaniyya (Golan) in 1963. His 
family settled in Damascus in 1967. He obtained his Ph.D. in Islamic sci¬ 
ences from the University of al-Azhar in 2002. He has received numerous 
ijazat in the transmission of Hadith. 
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Ibn ‘Amr ibn al-‘As (‘Abd Allah) xii, 
1,61, 120, 190,270, 284 
Ibn al-'Arabl (Muhyi 1-DIn 
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Ibn Hanbal (Ahmad) xi, xii, xvi, xvii, 
16,20,21,35,38,51,52,59. 

64,74,80, 120,145, 153,157, 
174,181, 197, 198,210,215, 
216, 217, 259, 268, 320, 324, 
329 

Ibn Hibban xvi, 70, 147,194,265,321 
Ibn Hisham vi 

Ibn Hisham (‘Abd Allah) 248 
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